AN INVITATION TO READ





An arts-integrated pre-school poetry lesson

by Susan Grigsby, Teaching Artist for The St. Louis Poetry Center

INTRODUCTION
Preschool children love to recite nursery rhymes and simple rhymed poetry.  But how does one engage them in the process of transferring the poems they create orally into written pieces that they can read?  In this poetry unit, we discovered a method of recording and documenting their work using clip art pictures to supplement simple, repetitive lines of text.  The children enthusiastically took ownership of the books they could read, books they had co-created, and they each assumed with pride their roles as readers.

THE SETTING
Carol Petty, a preschool teacher at Jefferson Elementary, was interested in exploring the possibilities of working with nursery rhymes and poetry in her classroom and she wished to end the year’s project with a performance of some sort by the students.  Although I had never tried to teach poetry to a preschool group, I joined her in this collaborative not realizing how vastly different it would be from working with older students.

On my observational visit to Ms. Petty’s classroom, I was delighted to find that she already incorporated rhymed songs and sayings into her daily interactions with the students, ages three to five.  Her teaching style created a rich environment for appreciation of the joys and music of language.  Additionally, she taught by asking questions and stimulating critical thinking skills.  She was willing to experiment with different approaches with the children and to break them into smaller groups.  Thanks to the large classroom space which contained several “work” areas, she and her teaching assistant, Ms. Doll, could engage the students in one activity while I worked with another group. 

UNIT ONE – NOVEMBER AND DECEMBER – 
EXPLORING THE POSSIBILITIES
OVERVIEW:

Our poems’ topics were based upon the teacher’s current reading text book units and her monthly themes.  We began each lesson with echo reading together a poem printed on a large poster board.  Echo reading is where I say a line, they repeat it, and so forth.  We’d then move to some creative movement games where we’d act out different descriptive words or images related to the subject we were reading about.

In these first several sessions, we also worked on creating poems together.  As a line was said, I recorded the students’ words onto large sheets of poster board.  Some of the activities included:

- Modeling with Mary had a little lamb:  Gary had a hungry goat; Larry had a fat pink pig, etc. (group poems)

- Creating poems about undersea creatures (tied in with A House for Hermit Crab) (group poems)

In addition to the group poems, I modified a version of Little Jack Horner in which specific lines were filled in, so that each student would have a poem about his or her self. (See Tools Section) 

UNIT TWO -   JANUARY - SNOW

PROCESS:

1.  We read a snow poem together, via echo reading.  (“Cynthia in the Snow” by Gwendolyn Brooks)  We recited together the nursery rhyme, “Rain on the housetops / and rain on the trees. / Rain on the green grass, / but not on me.”  We then stood in a circle and said a snow version that I had modeled from the rain rhyme:  Snow on the housetops / and snow on the trees. / Snow on the grass / and snow on me!  

Each student then took a turn stating something the snow falls on – with the encouragement to pantomime that at the same time.  As a group, we repeated each student’s statement and their corresponding movement.  There was a rhythm and sense of excitement as this chant moved around the circle.  The whole time we did this, I had a tape recorder on.  We also went around and made snow sounds and movements.

This is the recorded snow chant.  I’ve bolded the words used in their final poem.

snow on the cars / snow on the glass / snow on the people / 

snow on the trains / snow on the trees / snow on the house

snow on the bike / snow on the motorcycle / snow on my head
snow on my hair / snow on the hats / snow on the ground

snow on my tongue / snow on my finger / snow on my hands

snow on the ground / float on the ground / snow on your clothes  (coat)
snow on the boat / snow on your nose / snow on your teddy bear
2.  I transcribed the recorded snow chant and looked for rhymes.  I found boat and coat.  I rhymed their nose with toes, I changed their choice of ground to grass to rhyme with their glass.  I matched their tree with me.  Then I started to work with crafting a poem using an a - b - c- b rhyme pattern; the a and c lines are all words chosen by the students.  

(In “Roses are red / Violets are blue / sugar is sweet / and so are you,” the rhyme pattern is a-b-c-b.  Rhymed words are assigned the same letter.  This pattern gives you more flexibility than an a-b-a-b pattern.)

I saw that the images the children has chosen (cars, bikes, etc.) were all fairly concrete and decided to look for clip art to match the end words.  I then inserted the visual prompt of a snowflake image each time the word Snow appeared to order to facilitate easier recognition of the word.  The last page which says “…and snow ON ME!”  was left blank for each child to draw a picture of their self.

3.  The large book for the classroom was printed on 8 ½ x 11 paper and each page was attached to one side of a somewhat larger piece of cardstock.  These can then be tied together.  For the smaller books, I printed on half pages (2 pages of text on each side of an 8 ½ x 11 page).  I folded those, with a cardstock cover left blank for decorating, and stapled in the middle.

It should be noted that I made two errors with this first set of books, which should not be repeated:

1) wanting to save money on color printing, I put more lines on the page than I should have, creating a denser text than desired

2) again to save money on printing, the small books ended up with some blank pages and the text in a somewhat different order than in the big book.

Yet amazingly, the dense text and blank pages did not stop the students from diving into reading. 

4.  When I returned to the classroom, I presented a large copy of our book to the children and we read it together twice as my finger moved from word to word.  The teacher and I then began to hand out to each child small copies of the same book.  To our surprise, the students all began to individually start reading on their own!  Once all books were distributed, the teacher led them in a group reading, pointing out the title page, left page, now right page, and so on and had them follow the text with a finger.  With joy, the children proudly read the poem they had co-created.  Seeing the children’s keen interest in text that welcomed them into the reading process convinced me to work further with this technique of shaping their verbal creations into picture-prompted early reading books. 

THE BOOK  (ATTACHMENT:  “small snow books”)

UNIT THREE:  FEBRUARY – LOVE IS IN THE AIR
PROCESS:

1. We sat in a circle and went around several times, speaking of what we loved.  The session was recorded and the children thoroughly enjoyed hearing it played back to them.

2.  In transcribing the taped session, I found less rhyme than I had with the snow poem.  So I used slant rhyme (when it almost rhymes – cake/grape, dance / sand, rope / snow).  I considered placing a heart by “Love” each time it was used, but instead I found a more graphic “Love” with a heart in the center of the “O”.  This served as the visual prompt for the word.  I grouped like elements together – pets, foods, physical activities.  A clip art picture was again inserted next to each end word.  This time we printed the book in black and white. 

4.  I mailed the individual small books and the large class book to Ms. Petty so that they would have them for Valentine’s Day.  She did not think that the lack of color images affected the children’s response to the book and reported that they read them as well as the snow books, with the exception of the last, less concrete image: for “We love being good” I had used a smiling sun face.  They did easily read the word “Love”.

THE BOOK  (ATTACHMENT:  “LOVE BIG BOOK TEXT”)

UNIT FOUR – MARCH: COLORS
PROCESS:

1.  I read to the students some of the poems from “Hailstones and Halibut Bones” by Mary O’Neill.  We played around with sound and movement – What sound could red make?   Bang…Boom…Crash…like fireworks.
2.  I placed on each table different shades of one color of crayons and colored pencils.  That is, we had a red table, a blue table, etc.  The younger students stayed at one table, the older ones visited several.  Ms. Petty and Ms. Doll supervised the tables as the children drew pictures on a page of all the things they wished to that were, for example, Red.

3.  After they finished a page, each student came over to a separate area where I sat with the tape recorder.  I had them tell me what they had drawn.

4.  I transcribed the tape and grouped the text by color.  I then incorporated rhythm into the poem.  I had read enough unrhymed verse to the children over the course of our units that I knew that if the rhythm sounded good, they would not miss the rhyme.  I used about 30% of the images and tried to use ones that had been repeated more than once by the students.

5.  As their visual prompt, I printed each color word in its corresponding color every time it was used (“Red” printed in red, etc.).  Again, clip art was used to prompt each end word.

6.  We read the large book together as a class and the students then read along with their small books.

THE BOOK  (ATTACHMENT:  “color print order sm book”)

RESOURCES:
 “My Turtle” from The Eentsy, Weentsy Spider , complied by Joanna Cole and Stephanie Calmenson.

 The Neighborhood Mother Goose (Nina Crews).

Mary Englbreit’s Mother Goose. 100 best-loved verses.

My Very First Mother Goose.  ed. by Iona Opie, Illus. Rosemary Wells.
Book:  “Hailstones and Halibut Bones” by Mary O’Neill

Poem:  “Cynthia in the Snow” by Gwendolyn Brooks

TOOLS:

1. Creating Individual Poems

Little Jack Horner

Little Jack Horner

Sat in the corner

Eating his holiday pie.

He stuck in his thumb,

And pulled out a plum,

And said, What a good boy am I.

Our form for 3 year old students:

Child’s name for title

___________________ (child’s name)

sat ___________________  (where)

eating ________________ (favorite food)

When I grow up,

 ___________ said   (child’s name)

_____________________  (what they’ll do or be when they grow up)

Example (name changed):

Sarah Smithton

Sarah Smithton

Sat on a chair

Eating some chicken nuggets.

When I grow up,

Sarah said

I’ll be a teacher 

and tell all the kids to line up.

Form for older children:

Name /sat  action / Then __________ (Several lines left for action).

Example:  (name changed)

Johnny Jackson

sat by the door

eating hot-hot chips.

Then he flew through the sky

like a Transformer,

turned into a boat

and sailed away

in the wild pink ocean.

2.  Flash cards were created with rhyming words and images, including those from the snow poem.  These were made large enough to be hung on the wall We also used them to play a game:  each student received a card and they had to find the person with their match.  

Attachment: “Rhyming Word Cards”

WHAT WE DISCOVERED
1.  It is helpful to focus on concrete images more than, but not excluding, the abstract.

Most children ages 3-5, thought about their world in two different ways – one for the world of the concrete and immediate, the other - the fantasy world of Cinderella’s and Power Ranges.  For example, we asked the children what they’d like to do if they could do anything in the world that they wanted to.  In older aged classrooms, you might get responses such as “fly on my bicycle to visit my friend that moved to another state” or “discover a cure for cancer” or “race as fast as a tornado and win the race in gym.”

But with the preschoolers, the youngest ones’ responses concerned things immediate to where they were sitting when asked – with replies such as “go over and play in the kitchen center with that dish.”  The older children (4’s and 5”s) often responded with scenes from fantasy shows such as Power Rangers or Disney Princess films.  Some, however, were able to mix the two and create more abstract, metaphorical poems.

2.  It was difficult for the children to connect the words I wrote on paper to a poem that they were telling me.  Three methods gave them ownership of their co-creations:

a) the books which had recorded their ideas which 1) they remembered because of repetitive chanting in the circle and 2) which they could read.

b) filling in a few blank lines or a title line with their ideas, as prompted by questions from me and by already having the beginning of a simple poem

c) illustrating first, then speaking of what they’d drawn and having that “poetic title or label” recorded on their drawing.

3.  Visual Convention:  Pairing words with visual prompts (a car) or cues (a snowflake) or printing “red” in red ink were part of the reason this worked.  The repetition of word and rhythm in the books we made also contributed to the readability for them.  I had never really worked much with clip art and I have to admit that this process took me many hours – learning how to find images that created clear word clues, scaling images to fit and so on.  I stuck to using only the Microsoft Clip Art.  If you try this project using a snow or rain theme, it is likely that the children will choose many of the same nouns that we did and you can simply fill in the differences.  And trust me –

if you’ve not done this before, the pain of the learning curve is more than compensated for by the joy the book will bring you and your students when you are finished. 

Further Possibilities

· The children decorated the covers and drew themselves on the “Me!” page.

· The children can take the book home to read to their family.

· The children can take turns reading lines or pages aloud in class.

· You can create similar books on an infinite variety of subjects.

You might try having the children cut out pictures from magazines to use as word prompts in books or bringing in photos from home.

· Whatever you do, keep it simple and the pages uncluttered.
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