Poetry and diversity in the classroom

Poetry and me; poetry and my students

I always liked reading, but my first encounter
with poetry was in high school. I was immediately
attracted to it. I remember in particular at that time
liking the poetry of Sylvia Plath and e.e. cummings.
Plath’s dramatic way of writing and striking use of
metaphor grabbed me. At that time, the experiments
e. e. cummings did with the layout of poems were
very interesting to me.

I ended up studying literature and creative
writing (poetry specialization) as an undergraduate
and then applied linguistics (TESOL specialization)
in graduate school. After finishing school, I studied
pedagogy, Japanese, and literature on my own here in
Japan while working as a university teacher over the
past couple of decades.

Today I continue to read, write and also teach
poetry, in addition to other subjects.

Recently I revisited the poems of Plath and
cummings -- in an undergraduate course I was
teaching in American poetry. My students also found
Plath intriguing (either interesting or frightening
depending on the student!) and even my 3rd year
undergraduates, majoring in British and American
studies, could write interesting and competent
imitations of some of cummings’ visual poems in my
classes in a mere fifteen minutes of class time.

Many years ago I taught a course in Western
Art History in Japan. Although I love visual art,
I am not a painter or sculptor. I could not talk to
students about art from my experiences in working
with bronze or oil paints as I have no such experience,
though I could give students facts about the artists
and their works, look at slides of the works together
with students, and react along with the students to
the works.

My own belief is that you can learn even more

about poetry, and language, by trying to write your
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own poems. My students seem to enjoy writing
poems for their own reasons (poems can be short;
students can share their ideas and feelings freely with
others in the class through poem writing). I think
my interest and experience in poetry as a reader and
also as a writer is probably good for my teaching of
poetry, though any teacher does not necessarily need

this background to use poetry successfully in class.

Poetry and diversity

I was invited to participate as a panelist for a
comparative literature conference that took place
at Nagoya University in May, 2010. I was the only
female on the panel. When I found out the planned
content of the speeches of the other panelists, I
noticed that the other panelists did not plan to speak
about the work of female poets. At that juncture, I
decided, to make up for the lack, to speak exclusively
about female poets’ work in my part of the panel and
chose the topic “poetry and feminism” for my part of
the panel (which happens to be a research interest of
mine anyway, and a topic for a workshop I've done
many times in different forms here in Japan).

The text of my speech, given in Japanese, follows
this English language preface. A chart showing a
relative lack of works by females and nonwhite poets
in textbooks published in Japan geared for university
students for courses comprising an introduction
to English language poetry was distributed to the
audience and is included also here. I have used
many of these textbooks myself as a teacher. Poems
described in my speech I have used as material in
university courses in Japan. I cannot include the
actual poems for copyright reasons, but a list of the
poems and where they can be found is included in
the material that follows.

Although many of the textbooks I have used or

sampled in university courses to teach poetry in Japan
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have many good features, another complaint, other
than gender imbalance and a relative lack of work
by minority poets, might be that many textbooks
include relatively few contemporary works (e.g. not
enough works by still living writers or works written
in present day English), a lack of stylistically diverse
work (e.g. a lack of avant-garde poetry), and a lack of
easier work for the less linguistically advanced student.
Currently, teachers like myself have to make up for
this lack by supplementing textbook materials with
handouts. Even some of my students have noticed
on their own that the textbook selections are not
adequately reflective of diversity and some students
have asked me specifically for recommendations
for poets to read (e.g. minority poets, female poets,
contemporary poets, etc.) for their own research.

For a few years I have hoped to create my own
poetry textbook that would help fill what I believe is
a need for a book that is interesting but also diverse
in terms of poets and poetry, and within the range of
the intermediate English level learner. If there are any
potential publishers or users of such a book reading
my article I hope you might like to discuss my idea
further with me.

A list of anthologies of female poets’ work and a
short list of anthologies of avant-garde writing was
distributed to the audience but is omitted here for
space reasons. I have since begun compiling a list
of poetry anthologies that are devoted to minority
poets’ works. Interested persons can contact me
for further information about those bibliographies
(janenakagawa@yahoo.com). Tve also  collected
together poems that are pedagogically appropriate for
false beginner level students. (I will be sharing some
of those this year at the national JALT conference as
part of the LiL'T SIG Forum.)

Why teach poetry?

I wrote a paper on the topic of why should
anybody teach literature in EFL when I was a graduate
student majoring in linguistics at the University of
Illinois, Chicago, in the 1980s. One of the essays I
referenced was published in the 1950s and written by
Bradford Arthur. Arthur argued that literary works

are meaningful and memorable in ways that many
other texts may not be, making them ideal for a
language class.

Last year in the GILE SIG newsletter appeared
an article by me titled “Healing Ourselves, Healing
the World Through Poetry” (Nakagawa, 2011).
In it I mention that the work of some researchers
suggests that reading, writing and sharing poems in
a group setting has been shown to lead to improved
self-esteem,  better  creative  problem-solving
abilities, a better awareness and understanding of
self and others, better communication skills, better
perspective-taking abilities and a larger view of life
(e.g., Alschuler, 2006; Leedy, 2006; Mazza, 2003).
This year appeared an article by me about a course
in American history I recently taught where poems
were used as part of the reading material (Nakagawa,
2012) and was very favorably evaluated by students.

I have found in my classes that students respond
well to poetry (see, for example, Nakagawa 2008) so
long as the poems are not too difficult relative to the
students’ level of understanding and language level.
Because various interpretations of a poem are always
possible, poems can be good stimuli for pair and group
discussions as working out what poems may mean
or what varying reactions students have to them is
a chance for meaningful classroom communication.
I've also discovered that many students like hearing
poems due to their musicality for listening practice,
some students enjoy reciting poems themselves,
and many of my students claim to very much enjoy
writing their own poems and sharing them in class.
I usually have students write poems in class after we
have read some poetry together. The poems read in
class and/or for homework can give students hints
about or models for what they might do in their own
poems regarding form or content. Listening to or
reading what students write can be a way of getting
to know your students and students getting to know
each other in a class. Frequently my students will write
about themselves and their lives (for example, they
may write about their dreams, romantic problems,
stresses, current family issues, feelings about school
life, friendships, etc.) and/or their ideas about issues

such as war, the environment, and others.
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What materials exist for teaching poetry?

The appendix to this article lists some books but
much poetry can be obtained for free on websites
such as poets.org and others. Additional useful books
for the teacher of poetry in Japan include Fagin
(1991), Rigg and Kazemek (1996), Wigginson, et
al (2010) and Bates and Tabraham (1999). How to
teach poetry? Good teaching means a fit between
the teacher and students so good practices will vary
based on the teacher and learners involved. In recent
years I have been teaching mostly intermediate
level undergraduate students at a national teacher
training university, but I have also worked with
false beginners as well as have designed and taught
a graduate course in American poetry at other
institutions over a long career. I believe that a learner-
centered pedagogy has the most potential because it
enables tasks to be tailored to the students, especially
tasks which activate the multiple intelligences (see
Gardner, 2006) and MBTTI-associated learning style
preferences (see Lawrence, 1993). I insert poems as
material for stimulus-based teaching into courses
devoted to other content (global issues and other
contents), and into general required or elective EFL
courses, as well as create and teach courses entirely
about poetry such as comparative poetry, American
poetry, and poetry in English (British and American,
Japanese poetry in translation).

As EFL material, I use poems as listening,
speaking, and reading material as well as prompts for
learner discussion and writing activities. I often bring
an array of poems and let students choose one from a
group of works to discuss to allow students to exercise
some control and choice, to fit their own level and
interests better. Vocabulary and grammar patterns
can also be learned through poetry.

In courses devoted entirely to poetry, I usually
require students at the end of the course to each
choose a different poet to base an oral and written
report on. Students prepare short speeches about the
poet’s life and work, usually providing the class, in

handout form, a sample poem, speech outline and

brief poet bio-data as well as a keyword list. Question
and answer periods follow each student speech. At
the conclusion of the speeches, students turn in
a written report about the poet they chose or their
speech; rather than discuss one poem frequently I
ask students to compare/contrast two of more poems
by the same poet in their written report. These
reports and speeches are good practice for the %53
(graduation thesis) speeches and reports students will
do when they become fourth year students as well as
meaningful and achievable tasks in themselves where
each student becomes a learner as well as peer teacher.
Students evaluate each other’s work and their own
before the final teacher evaluation. In courses where
I use poetry as either main or supplemental material,
students utilize all the language skills.

In courses where students prepare academic
speeches and reports about poets and poetry, I
provide instruction in research, preparing a speech
and academic report writing because many students

have done neither before taking my courses.

Conclusion

Because poetry never fails to be meaningful, it
can be part of a communicative classroom, a content
course, student-centered teaching, stimulus-based
teaching -- it can fit just about anywhere a creative
teacher would like it to. However, more textbooks
devoted to or utilizing poetry at a variety of language
levels would be useful. Further, poetry textbooks
more diverse in terms of poets gender, minority
status, writing style, era, form, and language use
would be helpful.

Since poems can lead to utilization of different
sides of the brain and appeal to different kinds
of learners -- a poems may draw on the emotions,
intellect, senses -- most or all of Gardner’s multiple
intelligences and the preferences associated with
Jungian psychological types (e.g. thinking-feeling;
sensing-intuition; Gardner, 2006 and Lawrence,
1993 are recommended resources ) we can say that
poems have the potential, finally, to offer something

for everyone.
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Chart1 Y249 —<¢(HBFB MADGVEREVWHE MO LNEREA]

HHED iRt
&4 b

Pioneers of English

Poetry (R & I3@H) &EE

American Poetry: an anthology ££%

Poems of Either Shore BREE
(FEDhTE)

English Poems and Their Meanings

(EEHADNERW) BREIE

100 poems, 100 poets RES

Sixteen Modern American Poets EEtt

1FYURBFHE aRES
T AU hBEE BREE
TAUhFHERD BREE
HFODDOYFA st
7 AU hEAM st

# (%)

el

0/22 (0%)

12/61 (19.7%)

0/21 (0%)

1/16  (6%)

3/100 (3%)

3/16 (18.8 %)

3/63 (4.8%)

7/40 (17.5%)*

1/13 (7.6%)

2/15 (13%)

6/30 (20%)

# (%)

BALSDEFA

0 (0%)

1/16 (1.6%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

1/30 (3%)
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HEED Hi bRt # (%) # (%)
&4 bb TS BALUADEA
FoKEFE Bt 13/34 (38%) 2/34 (5.9%)
HKEHEMBROERBME &E2E 2/61 (3%) 0 (0%)
Modern Poetry for You Asabhi Press 3/9 (33%) 0 (0%)
AVERAGE : 4% 0.29%
low 0% high 38% low 0% high 5.9%

*fewer if items 91-100 (songs, etc.) are included
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Chart 2 1960s and 70s: 7 A YV DT L E RS~

1 Bewitched BLARIZBEEZ: 1964-1972 F T ks E Lz

2 IDream of Jeannie 22HWWEEZ T = (1960s /it X 4L E L 72) main character is a
female genie

3 The Flying Nun \W729 5 RKf: 1967  she can fly! played by Sally Field

4 Wonder Woman UV ' Z— 7 — < 1976 - 1977 ik 3L E L7= (magic tiara)

5 The Bionic Woman (/XA F = > 7 - U—<2): midl1970s lead character becomes
first female cyborg after an accident

6 Charlie's Angels F ¥ — U —X - = T = /L: 1976 to 1981 per Wikipedia: ”one of
the first shows to showcase women in roles traditionally reserved for men™

7 Julia: ~ 1968 to 1971 African American female, is a nurse and a single mother
(husband killed in Vietnam). Traditional except for being black and

without a husband 1968 425 L " K5 = [Julia] played by Diahann Carroll (¥ 7 > -
Xymrn) TAVIDTVERLE IO THAUADOLEREREH DL Z D
fES T L7,

Comments:

1. Magic is women's only possibility of power in the 60s and 70s (and way of making them more
interesting v. stuck in boring female roles--e.g. Samantha of BEWITCHED is a B3 El7 -- life of
a B3 4w would be dull to watch otherwise -- ditto an ordinary nun's life, etc.)

2. Magic also is a symbol of men's fear of women (women become witches and monsters in their
imaginations; cf Medusa image in Boland's poem, etc.; feminine mystique/mysterious
power/feminine intuition/feminine "wiles'")

Main Entry: wile Pronunciation: \'wi(-o)1\

Etymology: Middle English wil, perhaps of Scandinavian origin; akin to Old Norse vél deceit,
artifice Date: 12th century

1 : a trick or stratagem intended to ensnare or deceive; also : a beguiling or playful trick

2 : skill in outwitting : trickery, guile synonyms see trick
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A REERLIX?
1. Morning Song by Sylvia Plath (1932-1963, USA)
2. (B E3E b. 1955/ Ito Hiromi's # / =1 L Killing Kanoko

B. EEXREITRTETERN?

3.  Plath's Daddy

4. For Your Eighth Birthday (727D g DOFEA A IZ) by Kiyoko Ogawa ( /)N)I]
WL b. 1952)

5. Ito's"bi=LixdHA L O+ Ta D,/ 1Am Anjuhimeko, Three Years Old"

6. Plath's Lady Lazarus

C. BN, KERIATHVO?

7. A Humble Wish by anonymous (18th century ENGLAND)

8. They shut me up in prose by Emily Dickinson (1830-1886; USA)

9. The Marriage Vowby LEL. (1802-1838; ENGLAND)

10. The Prologue by Anne Bradstreet (English AMERICAN, 1612-1672)
19-21 (VU > b p. 12) Three poems by MIRA KUS (POLAND b. 1948)

D. VxVF—LEEO)NDLE
11. The Woman Changes her Skin by Eavan Boland (b. 1944: IRELAND)
12. homage to my hips by Lucille Clifton (1936-Feb., 2010; USA)

E. PV ¥—LB2A

13. EOHH  (5.1965) I F IV Minako Cried (BR4%)

14. To her husband for beating her by Gwerful Mechain (1462-1500, WALES) (DV)
15. In the fist of your hatred by Shakuntala Hawoldar (INDIA) (DV)

16. Viva Lesbians by Asada Saho (B 2% %)

17. of woman torn by Suheir Hammad (b. 1973, JORDAN) kv 7 X L 8&H

18. A Women's Issue by Margaret Atwood (b. 1939, CANADA) kv 7 R L&A
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