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Lindsay Noren 
 
 Rolling eyes and groans were always the 
reaction I got when I told my fifth graders that we 
would soon be studying poetry.   

“Man, I hate poetry!” at least one student 
always interjected into our discussion.  
 “It will be fun,” I’d respond. “You’ll like it.” 
But I wondered if I would ever find a way to make 
my statements come true?   

I regularly stuck to the units of study 
provided by my district and taught the short mini-
lesson that was slated for that day regardless whether 
or not it seemed interesting and engaging.  My 
students’ previously-developed zest for independent 
reading time, which I had spent months building, was 
suddenly zapped with the introduction of this subpar 
poetry unit.  I would leave school with a sense of 
defeat for those “poetry weeks.” My personal 
experiences matched what the research shows us - 
that students enter school feeling positive about 
poetry and somewhere along the way lose interest 
before they are able to develop a lifelong 
appreciation for it (Ford 3). 

  
Time for a change 

Determined to do things differently, I spent 
one summer figuring out a way to avoid teaching 
poetry in an isolated format and instead to integrate it 
into my daily literacy routine. I figured more 
exposure to a variety of poetic formats, poets, and 
styles would help make my reluctant fifth graders 
more comfortable with reading poetry and eventually 
writing their own poetry. After all, research has 
determined that embedding poetry in instruction 
across the curricular areas is highly beneficial 
(Collins, 1). This idea was strengthened for  me when 
changes in state testing mandated the testing of 
poetry and figurative language. I needed to improve 
not only how I would approach the topic of poetry 
but also how I could make this genre appealing to my 
readers.   

The biggest struggle for me was finding a 
way to teach poetry thoroughly and enjoyably 
without compromising too much of my limited class 
time. I found myself teaching reading, writing, 
spelling and grammar to each of my three classes in 
an 80-minute period. There simply wasn’t time to  
teach a full poetry lesson daily amidst the other 
curriculum standards I was hastily trying to cover.  

 
 
 
The breakthrough for me came when I 

decided to use poetry as part of the daily warm-up 
routine in my classroom. After all, warm-ups were a 
practical part of my schedule which immediately got 
my students working in the morning. Each week, I 
selected a poem of the week which served as a 
springboard for our discussions and study.  

I picked poems which were short, had an 
easy-to- follow pattern or rhyming scheme, often 
employed humor or narration, and were of high 
interest to my group of students. These poems fit 
especially well into my weekly plan: 
               The Armadillo, Eric Ode 

Messy Room, Shel Silverstein  
I Dreamed I Was a Snowman,  
            Eleanor Dennis 
 
The set-up in my fifth-grade classroom was 

simple. I provided copies of the poem for the initial 
reading. I projected the poem onto the board for 
easier reference when we dived into our discussions. 
Each child had a notebook which served only for 
poetry work and responses.  Excitement and 
enthusiasm are catching, so my own excitement and 
enthusiasm about setting up the poetry notebooks had 
my students eager to participate, even with our very 
first poem. 

 
The weekly schedule 

I formatted our study of poetry the same 
way every week. On Monday, students independently 
read the poem and responded to a few open ended 
questions I wrote on the board. They wrote the date 
and name of the poem on the top of a new page in 
their notebook for the new poem of the week. I 
started at the very basic level with questions like, “I 
like/dislike this poem because…” and through the 
year graduated to more advanced question stems. 
After the warm-up period was over, I would either 
read the poem myself or have a volunteer read it 
aloud, and then ask students to share their answers to 
the questions posed on the board.  

Each Tuesday, I asked my students to draw 
their interpretations of the poem in their notebooks. 
The first few times that I asked them to do this, they 
were almost shocked that their poetry assignment was 
to draw! Needless to say, this was a favorite activity 
related to poetry. At the end of the time, I asked a 
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few students to talk about what they drew or to show 
us on the document camera. Just as with the question 
stems, their drawings and interpretations began as 
very basic interpretations at the surface level of the 
poem. But sometimes during discussions, they picked 
up on some of the subtleties and applied a deeper 
sense of comprehension. For example, after reading 
Kenn Nesbitt’s humorous poem, “Please Don’t Read 
This Poem,” one student drew a picture of a poem 
with a red x on top of it. “That’s a nice drawing,” 
another student said, “But you missed the point of the 
poem! It’s a joke to not read it but you keep reading 
anyway!”  

By Wednesday of each week, we were ready 
to move onto different skills related to the poem. I 
always had students practice their fluency by reading 
aloud the poem to themselves, a partner, or their table 
group. Although this step was repetitive, it was 
important to show my students that poetry is meant to 
be read aloud and listened to. Also, repeated readings 
of poetry have been shown to improve reading 
abilities among all students, but especially among 
learning disabled students (Staudt 1).  

Shel Silverstein became a favorite poet of 
my class. His poem “Peanut Butter Sandwich” led 
them into an appreciation of rhymes and word play: 

 
A puff of dust, a screech, a squeak- 
The king’s jaw opened with a creak. 
 

When the kids picked up on a particular wording or 
rhyming scheme, it would lead the class into a new 
area of discussion.  
 In the early part of the week, I was careful to 
hold back my opinions or interpretations of the poem. 
I didn’t want to share what I thought right away-- for 
fear that my students might then view their answers 
and ideas as wrong. But by the end of the week, we 
would get into the “nitty gritty” of the poem and 
discuss format, style, and other elements such as 
figurative language. When there was a concept I was 
trying to teach, such as alliteration, then I would 
select a poem such as “Betty Botter” which contained 
this alliteration, “Betty Botter bought some butter.” 
Then during that week, I would be able to talk about 
and later reinforce the concept.  
 
Anchor charts and binders 

I added any ideas or discoveries about 
poems to an anchor chart so students could access the 
vocabulary and concepts with a quick glance. This 
was probably my most referenced anchor chart of the 
year! By December, I could quickly ask if a poem 
was written as free verse or if it contained alliteration 
and get a verbal answer from the class right away. 

This was a very helpful tool in our study, as the state 
test mandated that students must understand 
figurative- language terms. 

At the end of the week, I took copies of the 
poem (and others that were about the same topic or 
used the same format) and placed them in a binder. I 
kept the binder at an accessible spot in the classroom 
where students could voluntarily select it to read 
during their independent reading time. My students 
were actually picking up poetry and liking it! I was 
thrilled when I would see the poetry binders being 
read and reread. Also, the poetry basket in my 
classroom library began to be visited at a much 
higher rate.  When it was time for our writing poetry 
unit, they jumped right in to writing poems with an 
ease that suggested expertise.  

For me, it was exciting to watch their 
transformation over the course of the year. The key 
was abandoning an isolated approach to poetry and 
finding easy ways to integrate it into my everyday 
schedule. I didn’t have to put an extended amount of 
time or effort into making this change. Just spending 
ten minutes per day on poetry and teaching in short 
bursts made a world of difference. Now I have no 
more rolling eyes and groans from my fifth graders 
when I say, “It’s poetry time.”   
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