
Performing poetry

Many poems demand to be read aloud or performed - poetry is a literary form that has real connections with music and drama. Poetry often moves naturally into performance and can be  shared by different voices. When children are encouraged to lift a poem off the page by performing it, it can prompt them to work creatively to interpret and explore a poem together. Through this exploration, children forge new meanings and reach a deeper understanding of a poem.
Performing poetry can range from two children reading a poem aloud, to a class group using a poem as a starting point for a play. Scaffolding the activity through shared reading and paired work using poems that lend themselves to being read aloud in two voices is a good place to start. You can build on this confidence and experience, moving on to more open-ended dramatic interpretation of a poem or whole class performances through dance or a play.

Below are some ideas you can try with your class to encourage performing poetry 

Performing poetry 

1 Read poems aloud to the children again and again so that they build up a repertoire of poems they know well. Invite children to join in with remembered phrases or rhymes, repeated lines and verses.

2 Encourage children to memorise poems and give them a ‘poetry spot’ when they can say them aloud to the class using expression, and movement (if they’re confident), to bring out the meaning and pattern of the poem.

3 You can begin to ‘orchestrate’ whole-class reading of poems by organising the class into different groups to read parts of a poem. For example you could:

· Begin by reading a poem aloud and asking the class join in reading the last line of each verse

· Divide the class into the same number of groups as the number of verses, and allocate each group to a verse (it might help to number or mark the verses with a colour and assign each to a different group of children)

· Divide the class into two, with each half taking it in turns to read a verse

· Choose a poem with two or more ‘voices’ and divide the class so that each group speaks a voice. Look out for poems with question and answer formats, conversations between characters, or call and response patterns, for example: 

Y1&2 

The Fantastic Book of First Poems, June Crebbin ed., Puffin Books
‘The Wizard Said:’ by Richard Edwards, 
‘Dinner Time Rhyme’, by June Crebbin
‘I’m an Apple, by Clive Riche
‘Going Through Old Photos’, by Michael Rosen

Y3&4 

The Sun is Laughing , Sue Ellis ed. Walker Books

‘How Many Stars?’ by Colin McNaughton

‘The Crab that Writes’, by Richard Edwards

‘I have an Oasis’, by Colin McNaughton

Y5&6


Under the Moon and Over the Sea, John Agard and Grace Nichols eds., Walker Books

‘Once the Wind’ by Shake Keane

‘Emily Hurricane’ by Alan Smith

‘Pullin’ Seine’ by Lynn Joseph

‘Obeah One’ by Vyanne Samuels

‘Coconut Woman’ by Harry Belafonte and Irving Burgie

The Walker Book of Classic Poetry and Poets, Michael Rosen ed., Paul Howard illus., Walker Books

‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’ by John Keats

‘The Jumblies’, by Edward Lear

4 Mark up a selected poem (lines/verses/refrain) to support a choral performance. Decide how you can mark it to emphasise the meanings and patterns in the poem. 
You can use coloured post-it tabs on the big book or highlight on an OHT or Whiteboard.

5 Make poetry cards of the poems - scanned and laminated - to enable you to select poems/themes, and share with the class. Encourage children to read the poems together and to each other, in pairs or groups.

6 Invite children to choose their favourite poems to read to the class and say why they like them. They can practise reading/reciting them aloud for a poetry ‘performance’. Working in pairs or small groups can help to build their confidence.

7 Make an anthology of children’s favourite poems, together with an audiotape or CD of the children reading them aloud. They might like to add sound effects or some music to emphasise the meaning. Children could make a handwritten copy of the poem and illustrate it. Leave space in the anthology for children to write why they chose it. There can be a section for others to add what they like about the poem, adding their responses.

8 Choose one poem and ask children to work in groups to enact and perform it, using their voices actions and, if they choose, percussion. Each group will need a copy of the poem to use for marking up as a ‘script’. They may need space to work in and it may be possible for some groups to work outside the classroom. This will help them to develop their own ideas, without being influenced by other groups. 
9 After time for rehearsal, children can watch each group perform their version of the poem, responding as real audience. It will be interesting for them to talk about the different interpretations of the same poem, and to comment on any similarities.

10 Ask the children, in groups, to devise a freeze-frame of a particular point in the poem. Either mark up the poem into different scenes for each group to create their own tableaux or, better still, ask the children to identify the different scenes before sharing them out. Each group can present their still, silent scene to the rest of the class in turn and individuals questioned for insights into the perspective of their character.
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