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Dark Sky Park 

Philip Gross, illustrated by Jesse Hodgson (Otter-Barry Books) 
 

Subtitled ‘Poems from the Edge of Nature’ the poetry in this collection reaches deep into the past and wide 

across the world, burrowing into the earth and the sea to discover those creatures less observed rather than 

those that have more often captured the imaginations of our ‘invasive species, Homo Sapiens’. Philip Gross 

keeps returning to the tardigrade, of which he tells us in one of the notes appearing throughout the book 

‘There are more than 1,000 species … Short, plump, eight-legged, they are also known as water bears or moss 

piglets.’ He gives this tiny creature voice ‘I was there from the off – the sound of life revving up all over.’ 

Other small creatures emerge, such as the worms that eat the sunken bones of whale. The first plant on dry 

land comes ‘shuffling out of the cool, the all-providing sea.’ Jesse Hodgson’s black and white illustrations 

complement the elemental voices while leaving plenty of room for the imagination to soar. A book that opens 

doors. 

 

Overall aims of this teaching sequence. 

 To explore and understand the importance of poetry as a genre 

 To know how to listen and respond to a wide range of poems from a single poet collection 

 To understand that poems are written for different reasons 

 To interpret poems for performance 

 To gain and maintain the interest of the listener through effective performance of poems 

 To be able to use art as a means of responding to a poem, visualising and inferring and extending 

and enriching language 

 To recognise figurative language in poetry and interpret its effect on the reader 

 To draft, compose and write poems based on real and personal experiences using language with 

intent for effect on the reader 

 
This teaching sequence is designed for a Year 5 or 6 class 
 

Overview of this Teaching Sequence: 

This teaching sequence is designed to be delivered over 15 sessions but teachers will want to use their 
own judgement about the length of time their class will need to spend on each of the sessions.  
 
The collection is rich in content, containing a range of poems that look at the world with a scientist's 
eyes, exploring fascinating life forms in extreme environments, from the deep sea bed to our own 
families. As such there are many cross-curricular opportunities, the poems could be used within and 
across other subjects to provoke and extend thinking and enrich learning. Subject specific knowledge 
taught in other linked curriculum areas will also enhance children’s ideas and language for responding 
to and writing poetry.  
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The sequence is split into three sections. The first focuses on the awe and wonder of sharing experiences 
through poetry and focuses children on listening and responding to poems through creative expressions 
and performing poetry. The next section tunes children in to hearing and recognising poetic devices 
used by poets to engage the reader, create rhythm and pattern and vivid imagery. Children will use 
personal connections and their increasing knowledge of the world to respond to poems in increasingly 
greater depth. The final section focuses on capturing and sharing emotion and how poets evoke 
empathy in poetry, before moving on to children using what they have learnt about poetry throughout 
the unit to create and shape poetry of their own. 
 
The sequence is designed so that the children’s experience of this collection, and their understanding 
of one poet’s voice and use of language, will support them to use similar techniques, poetic devices and 
be able to create emotion and evoke empathy in their own writing. 

Teaching Approaches 

Reading aloud 

Visualisation 

Re-reading 

Performing poetry 

Looking at language 

Shared writing 

Outcomes 

Poetry performances 

Artistic responses to poems read 

Notes and annotations exploring language and 

personal responses to poems read 

Persuasive adverts 

Own poems inspired by poems read 

Own poems based on personal experiences 

Exploring poetic forms and devices: 

This collection gives an opportunity to explore the following poetic devices: 

 Assonance 

 Alliteration 

 Rhythm 

 Rhyme 

 Half rhyme 

 Enjambment 

Cross Curricular Links: 

Science: 

 The poems in the collection provide many links to explore life in a variety of different 

habitats, such as the deep ocean and hydrothermal vents. Children can explore what 

creatures live there and how they can survive without the sun, linking to work on 

photosynthesis. 

 The sheer variety of species covered in the collection could link to work on classification, 

allowing children opportunities to focus on how living things are classified into broad groups 



 

©The Centre for Literacy in Primary Education. 

You may use this teaching sequence freely in your school but it cannot be commercially published or reproduced or used for anything other than 

educational purposes without the express permission of CLPE. 

  

according to common observable characteristics and based on similarities and differences, 

including microorganisms, plants and animals exploring their specific characteristics. 

 Work on the Tardigrade sagas will allow you to compare and contrast their ability to survive 

without water for decades with humans, and link to the ways in which nutrients and water 

are transported within humans and other animals. 

 Plenty of the poems link to the topic of evolution, particularly ‘Black Smokers’ and ‘First Plant 

on Dry Land’. The content of the poems can be explored within Science as well as English 

lessons to allow children to recognise that living things have changed over time and that 

fossils provide information about living things that inhabited the Earth millions of years ago 

as well as how animals and plants are adapted to suit their environment in different ways 

and that adaptation may lead to evolution. 

 

Art and Design: 

 Drawing on the illustrations by Jesse Hodgson, the children could explore how to work with 

a limited colour palette when representing natural phenomena as she has done throughout 

the collection. 

 Children could explore and experiment with working with brushes and black ink when 

creating illustrations of their own for poems they have written. 

 They could also explore the wider work of the illustrator at: 

https://cargocollective.com/JesseHodgson exploring their responses to the different 

materials and techniques she uses. Children should also be given opportunities to explore 

and experiment with a range of artistic media and styles to create desired effects in their 

own illustration work. 

 

PSHE: 

 You may wish to link the study of these poems to wider work in PSHE, especially towards the 

end of the sequence, setting up safe space discussions with the children, emphasising a trust 

approach to talking about their own feelings and experiences they are trying to make sense 

of, making sure children only share ideas and thoughts if they want to and negotiating with 

the group that nothing shared in the sessions will be shared outside the room face to face 

or behind people’s backs and that discussions that take place about points raised are seen 

as supportive, not judgmental. 

 The juxtaposition of ideas around evolution and religion in ‘Black Smokers’ could allow for 

discussion and debate around different creation and evolutionary ideas. Learning could 

focus on exploring different belief systems and why it is important to understand that 

different people hold different beliefs and to explore and appreciate differences rather than 

challenge or condemn these. 

 

https://cargocollective.com/JesseHodgson
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Geography: 

 Poems in the collection allow for a wide scope of study connected to the KS2 Geography 

Curriculum. You could use focus poems such as ‘from the Extreme Sports Olympics: Lava-

Boarding’, ‘Glacier Worm’, ‘from The Extreme Music Festival 1.The Storm Harp’ to link to the 

study of physical geography, such as exploring volcanoes, glaciers, the oceans and seas and 

weather. 

 You can also explore aspects of human geography such as animal extinction, war, climate 

change and the impact these have on the natural world through poems such as ‘Aleppo Cat’, 

‘Creatures, Great and Small’ and ‘Everything is Relative’. 

 

Music: 

 Children could use instruments or music software such as Garage Band to create 

soundscapes to accompany performances of ‘from The Extreme Music Festival 1.The Storm 

Harp’ and ‘2. Moon Music’. 

 The two poems mention the names of specific instruments which children could explore, 

categorise into orchestral sections and respond to music played by these instruments. 

Links to other texts and resources: 

Other collections for young people by Philip Gross: 

Off Road to Everywhere, illustrated by Jonathan Gross (Salt, 2010) 

Scratch City (Faber, 1995) 

The All-Nite Cafe (Faber, 1993) 

Manifold Manor, illustrated by Chris Riddell (Faber, 1989) 

 

Other recommended texts: 

Migration: Incredible Animal Journeys, Mike Unwin, illustrated by Jenni Desmond (Bloomsbury) 

England: Poems From a School, edited by Kate Clanchy (Picador) 

 

Other poetry collections for Years 5 and 6 to explore a range of themes and voices: 

Michael Rosen’s Big Book of Bad Things, Michael Rosen, illustrated by Joe Berger (Puffin) 

The Rainmaker Danced, John Agard, illustrated by Satoshi Kitamura (Hodder) 

Cosmic Disco, Grace Nichols, illustrated by Alice Wright (Frances Lincoln) 

Moon Juice, Kate Wakeling, illustrated by Elīna Brasliņa (The Emma Press) 

Dancing in the Rain, John Lyons (Peepal Tree Press) 

Hot Like Fire and Other Poems, Valerie Bloom, illustrated by Debbie Lush (Bloomsbury) 

The Language of Cat, Rachel Rooney, illustrated by Ellie Jenkins (Frances Lincoln) 

In the Land of Giants, George Szirtes, illustrated by Helen Szirtes (Salt) 

Poetry Pie, Roger McGough (Puffin) 

If You Could See Laughter, Mandy Coe (Salt) 
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CLPE’s Poetryline website contains a wealth of resources including videos of Philip Gross and other poets 

performing their poems and talking about their writing process, which will inspire children in their own 

performances and writing. These can be found at:  

https://www.clpe.org.uk/poetryline/poets 

and 

https://www.clpe.org.uk/poetryline/poet-interviews 

 
The website also contains resources to support subject knowledge around poetic forms and devices: 

https://www.clpe.org.uk/poetryline/poetic-forms-and-devices 

Weblinks 

 Philip Gross’ website: 

https://www.philipgross.co.uk/ 

 Philip Gross reads ‘Snow Leopard’ on SoundCloud: 

https://soundcloud.com/philip-gross-6/snow-leopard 

 Philip Gross reads selected poems on Poetryline: 

https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip 

 BBC Nature pages on Hydrothermic Vents: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/habitats/Hydrothermal_vent#intro 

 BBC Nature Pages on Deep Ocean: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/habitats/Deep_sea#intro 

 WWF Pages on the Snow Leopard: 

https://www.wwf.org.uk/wildlife/snow-leopards 

 BBC Earth: What is a Tardigrade? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dork_85Q8uI 

 

Teaching Sessions: 

Before beginning this sequence: 

 Talk to the children about poetry. What do you already know about poetry? What favourite poems 

do you have? What poets do you know? 

 Allocate a display table or board in the classroom as a poetry corner. Display examples of children’s 

favourite poems or collections to share and discuss, planning in regular browsing and independent 

reading time when the children can access the books. 

 If you have a laptop or tablet available, place this in the area with access to the poet performances 

on CLPE’s Poetryline website, allowing children to browse and listen to a variety of different voices 

in children’s poetry. 

 Display a copy of the focus text Dark Sky Park and photographs of poet Philip Gross, so that children 

can see what the poet looks like. 

https://www.clpe.org.uk/poetryline/poets
https://www.clpe.org.uk/poetryline/poet-interviews
https://www.clpe.org.uk/poetryline/poetic-forms-and-devices
https://www.philipgross.co.uk/
https://soundcloud.com/philip-gross-6/snow-leopard
https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip
http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/habitats/Hydrothermal_vent#intro
http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/habitats/Deep_sea#intro
https://www.wwf.org.uk/wildlife/snow-leopards
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dork_85Q8uI
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 Make some handmade books for the children to have as their own poetry journals, to jot ideas for 

and draft poems that they feel inspired to write throughout the sequence and make a large shared 

journal to collect examples of children’s responses to the poetry studied in the unit. 

 

Section 1: Wonders of the World: Sharing Experiences through Poetry 

Session 1: Reading aloud and responding to poetry 

 Listen to Philip Gross read the poem ‘Night Walker’ (pp.6–7) at 

https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip, without sharing the text or illustration with 

the children. Allow time for the children to talk about their initial responses. What did they see in 

their minds as the poem was read? How did they feel? What did they like? Dislike? What questions 

do they have? Make notes of significant responses on post-it notes which can be placed around a 

large copy of the text on a Working Wall display or in the shared journal. 

 Now share a large copy of the text of the poem and re-read the poem to the children. Ask them this 

time to think about the colours and pictures they see in their mind as the poem is read. Now give the 

children access to some quick drawing materials such as pastels and read the poem a third time, 

allowing the children to draw a significant image that they see as the poem is read. This may be a 

drawing of something specific based on language in the text, such as the street lights, the lane, a car, 

owl or fox eyes, stars or space, or more abstract shapes and colours that they feel the poem 

represents. Draw alongside the children as they work, under a visualizer if you have one available. 

 Stick your own and the children’s artwork up around the room and allow the children time and space 

to walk around and look at each other’s interpretations, discussing similarities and differences. Now 

share the accompanying illustration from Jesse Hodgson. What similarities and differences are there 

with their own? What are the recurring, images, themes and colours? Why do you think this is? 

 Now come back to the poem again. Share a large scale copy of the poem with the children, on an 

IWB if possible, reading again and allowing them to follow the words in the text. Explore the use of 

enjambment, the running-over of a sentence or phrase from one poetic line to the next, without 

terminal punctuation, and model how not to pause between the lines where this occurs. Look at the 

recurring use of brackets; why do you think the poet has chosen to use these? 

 Allow them to discuss the poem themselves in mixed pairs or groups. Give supporting questions to 

prompt their discussions, such as: What does this poem mean to you? What feelings and thoughts 

does it leave you with after hearing it re-read and completing the drawing exercise? What language 

in the poem captured your thoughts or shaped your visualisations? Allow time for the children to 

discuss their responses, text marking and scribing ideas around their copy of the poem.  

 Divide the children into groups and give each group an enlarged copy of this poem. Have the children 

read it through, talk about the words and phrases that they find interesting and think about how 

they could perform this poem for others to listen to. What could they do in their performances to 

further illustrate the mood and feeling created in the poem? You could illustrate different techniques 

like repeating or echoing certain words or lines, deciding which parts might be read with a single 

voice, which could be better in unison, how to pause for effect, how to incorporate facial expression 

and body language.  

https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip
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 Give time for the children to mark up the poem with performance notes and rehearse before groups 

perform to the class and respond to the performances, noting the impact on their engagement and 

understanding. What did each interpretation add to your understanding of the poem? Before 13th 

June 2019, this could be filmed and submitted for the CLiPPA shadowing scheme competition to win 

the opportunity to perform this poem on stage as part of the award ceremony at the National 

Theatre, see https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/clippa. 

 You could go on to compare and contrast this poem with ‘Glacier Worm’ (p.42) in a group reading 

session following this or as part of home learning. 

 Allow time for the children to think about and discuss why poetry is important, why we write poetry 

and what poetry is for. Note responses down on post-it notes to add to a working display. Discuss 

ideas and responses. Allow time to compare these with some of the reflections some other poets 

make on writing poetry on the Poetryline website, such as: 

- Ruth Awolola: Why is poetry important? — https://vimeo.com/267822386 

- Sarah Crossan: Why is poetry important? — https://vimeo.com/166527713 

- Joseph Coelho: Why is poetry important? — https://vimeo.com/130339637 

- Karl Nova: Why is poetry important? — https://vimeo.com/267153937 

Session 2: Visualisation and performance 

 Read aloud ‘from the Extreme Sports Olympics: Lava-Boarding’ (pp.21–23) again, without revealing 

the text on the page or accompanying illustration. Again, allow time for the children to talk about 

their initial responses. What did they see in their minds as the poem was read? How did they feel? 

What did they like? Dislike? What questions do they have? What connections can you make with the 

poem explored in the previous session? Make notes of significant responses on post-it notes, which 

can be placed around a large copy of the text on a Working Wall display or in the shared journal. 

 Re-read the poem and ask the children to visualise what they see as the poem is read. With the same 

art materials, ask them to sketch what they see this time. Will the colours and visuals be similar or 

different? Draw alongside the children as they work, under a visualizer if you have one available. 

Stick your own and the children’s artwork up around the room and allow the children time and space 

to walk around and look at each other’s interpretations, discussing similarities and differences. Now 

share the accompanying illustration from Jesse Hodgson, and again compare any recurring images, 

themes and colours. Why do you think this is? How has the illustrator managed to capture the action, 

movement, awe and wonder encompassed in the words with only black and white? 

 Re-read the poem, giving mixed pairs or groups a large copy of the poem on the page to follow as 

you read. What words or phrases captured their attention? Here children might begin to look more 

deeply at the poem, exploring the use of language. You could use this as an opportunity to introduce 

children to the names of specific devices to explore what it is that makes the poem poetic. You might 

introduce this by way of what Michael Rosen calls ‘secret strings’ (What is Poetry? Walker 2016). He 

talks about the importance of discovering how the poet might have used assonance, alliteration, 

imagery, rhythm and sound. Can they identify any of these in their chosen poem? They may pick up 

on the alliteration in phrases like climb to the crater, gape and gag, smeech of sulphur, liquid fire — 

live lava, or the assonance in words like come, run, tongue, fumbling and jump or upright, trying, 

https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/clippa
https://vimeo.com/267822386
https://vimeo.com/166527713
https://vimeo.com/130339637
https://vimeo.com/267153937
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right, riding, dire, inside and fire. They may like the imagery — the crust like a heavy overcoat, the 

sizzling tongue, jumping like a spaceman or the god riding on a chariot of fire. 

 Now come back together and think about this poem compared with ‘Night Walker’. What different 

feelings does each poem evoke? Do you think a performance of this poem would be similar to or 

different from their performances of ‘Night Walker’? In what ways? 

 Allow time for the children to discuss ways of working, taking control and making independent 

decisions about how this would best enhance the meaning. Would it be best performed individually, 

in pairs or as a group? How will you pace the performance? How will you use your voice(s) to help 

share the meaning and emotions behind the words? Will you use any movement or action? Will you 

emphasise the rhythm in the words? Give time for the pupils to build up their poems, text marking 

with performance notes and ideas, practising, editing and polishing to a finished performance. 

Before 13th June 2019, this could be filmed and submitted for the CLiPPA shadowing scheme 

competition to win the opportunity to perform this poem on stage as part of the award ceremony at 

the National Theatre, see https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/clippa. 

 Give time for the pupils to watch, reflect on and evaluate each other’s performances, this could be 

done in the order the poems come up in the text. What did each interpretation add to your 

understanding of the narrative? What did performance make you think and feel about the poem that 

you didn’t think before? 

 You could go on to watching a video focussing on volcanoes, such as 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O5jtlo-YX08 where children could note down interesting words 

and phrases from the narration or from the visuals in the film, exploring and expanding their 

vocabulary, that they could use to draft and write their own poems focussing on volcanoes. This 

could also support and be supported by cross-curricular work in Geography. 

 You could go on to compare and contrast this poem with ‘from The Extreme Music Festival 1.The 

Storm Harp’ in a group reading session following this or as part of home learning. 

Session 3: Encouraging a deeper response 

 Listen to Philip Gross read the poem ‘Dark Sky Park’ (pp.94–95) at 

https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip. Allow the children to express their first 

thoughts about the poem and how it makes them feel. How does it make you feel? What does it 

make you think? 

 Share a copy of the text on the IWB and give mixed pairs or groups a copy of the poem as you re-

read. Now ask the children to discuss the poem together, making notes of their thoughts and 

questions they have about the poem around the copy of the poem. Leave this as open an activity as 

possible, letting children have time to discuss their ideas and articulate their thoughts around this 

more complex poem.  

 Encourage the children to use what they have learnt about poetic devices to discuss the language 

used in the poem, and how the words work together to shape meaning. Draw their attention back 

to ‘The Secret Strings’; how the poet might have used assonance, alliteration, imagery, rhythm and 

sound. What can they identify in this poem? How does it make impact on them as readers? 

 Listen to award-winning poet Kate Wakeling talk about poetry: https://vimeo.com/218271790. 

Discuss what she says about the space for a conversation with the reader in a poem and the 

https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/clippa
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O5jtlo-YX08
https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip
https://vimeo.com/218271790
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strangeness and room for interpretation she describes. If you were to talk to the poet, Philip Gross, 

about this poem, what would you want to say? What questions would you like to ask? Allow time for 

the children to make a note of responses and questions next to a copy of the poem; this could be 

individually or in mixed pairs or groups. Think also about what Kate Wakeling says about marvelling 

at the wonder of language. What was the language in the text that captured you most? Make a note 

of this with your questions and responses and try to say why this language made an impact on you 

as a reader; what did it make you think, see, feel, imagine? Allow time for each child, pair or group 

to share one of their responses with the group as a whole and discuss some of these comments and 

questions. Be clear with the children that a poem isn’t a puzzle to be solved and can be interpreted 

in different ways depending on what the reader brings to it. 

 Now allow each pair or group to decide on a way in which they might like to respond to this poem. 

For example, they may want to create a visual representation of their thoughts; they may wish to 

prepare a performance or dance that interprets the poem; they make want to write a 

recommendation for others or just share their personal thoughts about it. Allow time and space for 

the children to work on these interpretations and give an appropriate forum for these to be 

published, e.g., by being displayed, performed, recorded, or exhibited. Before 13th June 2019, this 

could be filmed and submitted for the CLiPPA shadowing scheme competition to win the opportunity 

to perform this poem on stage as part of the award ceremony at the National Theatre, see 

https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/clippa. 

 Give time for the children to explore and discuss the different interpretations. Which did they think 

was most effective and why? What did each bring to their understanding of and response to the 

poem? 

 You could go on to compare and contrast this poem with ‘from Rooms with a View: A Tent’ and ‘Last 

Man Out’ (pp.58–61) in a group reading session following this or as part of home learning. 

 

Section 2: The Poetry of Poetry: Exploring poetic devices 

Session 4: Looking at language 

Before the session, prepare a sheet for individuals, mixed pairs or groups with a copy of the illustration 

of the shrimp on p.85 of the text in the centre for them to collect language related to this creature on 

as a personal word bank. Create a class version on a large piece of flipchart paper. 

 Share with the children a video of a Deep Ocean Habitat, where the next poems will be set, such as: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/habitats/Deep_sea#p0151hmz Allow the children to discuss what 

they have seen in the film. How do you feel seeing the environment? What captures your attention? 

What might it be like to live in such an environment?  

 Now focus in on a specific creature that lives in this environment. Tell the children that they are going 

to be watching a video of a creature that lives in the environment and that they are going to take 

notes of words, phrases, questions or comments about the creature as they watch. You may need to 

play the video more than once, first to allow children to hear and take in the language and images, 

then to make notes. Although some children may feel confident to write straight away, they may 

https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/clippa
http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/habitats/Deep_sea#p0151hmz
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also need a second or third viewing to recap on anything they may miss the first time. This might be 

language directly spoken, or language they can think of that helps them describe characteristics of 

the animal they can see in the film. Be clear that they are making notes, not writing extensive 

amounts of text. Model this if necessary by sharing a few of your own thoughts after the first viewing. 

The video is taken from a National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and features a glowing 

shrimp. This can be found at: 

https://oceanexplorer.noaa.gov/okeanos/explorations/ex1605/dailyupdates/dailyupdates.html#cb

pi=july5.html and can be downloaded for easy access.  

 After the first viewing discuss some of the language they have recorded or that they thought of to 

record next time. If this is very literal, you may want to encourage them to be more descriptive or 

poetic on subsequent viewings. 

 Now, read aloud the poem ‘The Abyss’ (pp.84–85). How does this poem make you feel about the 

environment and creature you have seen in the films? What language evokes these feelings in you? 

 Now give a copy of the poem to the children in mixed pairs or groups. Allow them to follow the text 

as you read aloud again. Give time for the children to text mark particularly effective language, 

highlighting examples and commenting on their impact around a copy of the poem. Ensure the 

children have dictionaries to hand in order to support them in discussing and clarifying unknown 

vocabulary. 

 Come back together and discuss examples that the children have focussed on and allow this to 

enable you to open up discussions, using and clarifying the names of different poetic devices. 

 

They make pick up on the repetition in: 

 

that rises, black from the blackness, from rips 

in the earth’s core, through black water hot as fire 

 

Or the assonance in: 

 

of no colour, like ghosts of themselves, 

in ocean trenches past the reach of light, 

 

as remote as deep space. They say there is smoke 

 

(Drawing this out with the children could also help to reinforce spelling rules and patterns for 

words containing the same vowel sound spelt in different ways).  

 

Or the alliteration in: 

 

with its feather-light gills, its pernickety feelers, 

 

with its surgeon’s kit of probes and pincers 

all its many pinpoint feet goes tiptoe, 

https://oceanexplorer.noaa.gov/okeanos/explorations/ex1605/dailyupdates/dailyupdates.html#cbpi=july5.html
https://oceanexplorer.noaa.gov/okeanos/explorations/ex1605/dailyupdates/dailyupdates.html#cbpi=july5.html
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sifting, picking – it seems to be dancing its way 

 

Or examples of simile, such as: 

 

as remote as deep space 

 

Or metaphor: 

 

with its surgeon’s kit of probes and pincers 

 

 They may also pick out examples of other visually descriptive or figurative language such as some of 

the judiciously chosen verbs and adjectives. Talk together about the impact the words have on them 

as readers, what do the choices help them to see, feel, think or experience? 

 To complete the session, talk about how many poets keep a notebook to jot down ideas that they 

could use to build up into poems. You can hear poet Joseph Coelho talk about this here: 

https://vimeo.com/130340837. Give children their own poetry notebook or journal to keep with 

them throughout the sessions, in it, they might, as Joe reflects ‘record an idea for a poem’ or make 

notes to develop into poems later. Some children may be inspired to write about other animals and 

habitats in their poetry notebooks after this session, this could also support and be supported by 

cross-curricular work on deep sea habitats in Science. Others may have ideas of their own inspired 

by the language and imagery rather than the direct theme. Encourage the children to keep these 

notebooks with them to jot down ideas when these strike. 

 You could go on to compare and contrast this poem with ‘The Toughest Thing You Never Noticed’ 

(pp.28–29) in a group reading session following this or as part of home learning. 

Sessions 5 & 6: Writing Own Poetry Containing Imagery and Descriptive Language 

 Read aloud the poem ‘Black Smokers’ (pp.10–11). Allow time for the children to respond initially to 

this quite complex poem, before unpicking themes and ideas in more detail. What did they visualise 

or feel as the poem was read? What did they like? Dislike? What questions do they have? How does 

it compare and contrast with ‘The Abyss’? You may wish them to have their copies of this poem in 

front of them to enable them to think about this. 

 Now ask the children about the title ‘Black Smokers’. Do any of them know what this means or why 

the poet might have chosen this title? 

 Share with the children a historical clip from the 1980s, not long after Black Smokers had first been 

discovered, sharing David Attenborough’s awe and wonder at this newly discovered natural 

phenomenon: http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/habitats/Hydrothermal_vent#p0038vxg. As he speaks, 

can they hear any examples of poetic language such as that explored in the previous session? They 

may pick up on imagery, such as ‘erupting in the darkness’ or ‘isolated oases’, his use of assonance 

in ‘places to graze’ or ‘each community is unique’, or alliteration in ‘jostling beside the jets’. Discuss 

how poetic language such as this can enrich our writing in other genres. It’s particularly apparent 

here as he is capturing a moment anew, which is what poetry is used so well for. 

https://vimeo.com/130340837
http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/habitats/Hydrothermal_vent#p0038vxg
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 Now come back to the poem, giving mixed pairs or groups their own copy for the children to follow 

as you re-read. Has watching the video enhanced their understanding in any way? How? 

 Give time and space for the children to work together to articulate their own ideas about the poem; 

expressing their thoughts and feelings and moving on to exploring and discussing the language, using 

relevant poetic terms introduced and text marking their copy to share their thinking. Ensure the 

children have access to appropriate pens for highlighting and to dictionaries to support them in 

exploring and clarifying any unknown vocabulary. 

 Come back together and discuss examples that the children have focussed on and to talk about any 

language that may still need clarification or questions that the children are still discussing. Encourage 

the children to think, if they don’t pick up on this themselves, of the way the poem is presented on 

the page, white text on a black background as in ‘Night Walker’, the first poem studied. How does 

this enhance the meaning or the impact on you as a reader? Look also at the arrangement of the 

lines on the page. 

 Now share another video with the children to stimulate their own ideas about this environment, e.g., 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t_S_cN2re4g (Note: this is ten hours of video, a section of 10–

15 minutes will suffice, although you could leave this to continue to play in the background as the 

children work) and allow the children to make notes that they could use to go on to use to draft their 

own poems about this unique environment in their poetry notebooks. 

 If they wanted to and were confident to do this, they could choose to write about another 

environment that means something to them, a special place they have visited, a favourite holiday 

destination or another habitat that is of interest to them. Consider carefully what would help the 

children be successful if they are going to make their own choice of place, could they bring in photos? 

Sketch the place beforehand? Have access to a computer to watch videos that could inspire their 

language and composition? 

 Keep notes and observations yourself during this time and share with the children how you as a 

writer come up with ideas and poetic language inspired by experiences you have had, things around 

you or your own imagination. Demonstrate how you use these to draft initial ideas, making additions, 

changes and improvements as you write. Share attempts through reading aloud to experience how 

the poem sounds off the page and collect responses from the children. 

 Allow the children time and space to go through this process with their own poems, giving time for 

you as the teacher or other children to respond to their poems, making changes or additions and re-

drafting if necessary. 

 The children may also be inspired by hearing advice from professional poets, e.g. 

- Valerie Bloom: How do you work on your poems? — https://vimeo.com/130417210 

- Roger McGough: How do you work on your poems? — https://vimeo.com/166520958 

- Kate Wakeling: How do you go about writing your poetry? — 

https://vimeo.com/218278922 

- Karl Nova: How do you work on your poems? — https://vimeo.com/267159336 

 When the words sound right to the children, you may also want to look at how they have arranged 

these on the page, going back to the original poems for support. How might they separate the lines 

and sections of their work? Could they illustrate these with drawings or photographs of themselves 

engaged in play with the element? Where might the words sit in relation to their illustrations? Model 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t_S_cN2re4g
https://vimeo.com/130417210
https://vimeo.com/166520958
https://vimeo.com/218278922
https://vimeo.com/267159336
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this, using your own poem and illustration. When children are happy, have them write up their 

finished poems for publication. This can be a wonderful opportunity to focus on presentation 

handwriting or to use a word processor to type and experiment with layout. 

 Give time and space for the children to complete this in more than one session. Encourage them to 

continue to keep their poetry notebooks with them if any other ideas strike at other times. 

 You could go on to compare and contrast this poem with ‘First Plant on Dry Land’ (pp.16–17) in a 

group reading session following this or as part of home learning. 

Sessions 7 & 8: Painting pictures with poems: The Tardigrade Sagas 

Throughout the collection, Philip Gross intersperses his Tardigrade Sagas, 11 poems which all focus on 

the Tardigrade, a microscopic animal also known as a water bear or moss piglet. Tardigrades are a 

large group of animals that includes some of the toughest creatures in the world. They have been 

known to survive temperatures far above boiling, and colder than the surface of Pluto. Prior to this 

session you will need to photocopy all 11 poems in Philip Gross’ three Tardigrade sagas and stick these 

up around the classroom for the children to explore during these sessions. 

 Share with the children an image of a tardigrade, such as: 

 

 Allow time for the children to look closely at the image, making observations, comments and 

predictions about what is in the image and noting questions around a large copy of the image. 

 Now reveal the poet’s introductory notes to the ‘Tardigrade Saga (1) Tardigrade in Transit’ (p.12), 

leaving up the image of the tardigrade so that the children can relate the text to this colour image. 

What do they now think they know about this creature? What else do they want to find out about it? 

Children could note their ideas in mixed groups in the first two columns of a grid like this: 

What we know about 

Tardigrades: 

What we want to find out 

about Tardigrades: 

What we’ve learned about 

Tardigrades: 
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 Now watch this episode of BBC Earth Unplugged: What are tardigrades? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dork_85Q8uI. If the children are accomplished note-takers, 

you might give them a sheet from a reporter notebook to take notes whilst they watch. 

 Now allow time to come back together in their groups and discuss what they have learned about 

tardigrades from the video. Why do you think Philip Gross might have a special fascination with these 

particular creatures? What is special about them? 

 In reading outside of the sessions, such as in group reading or independent reading in the book area, 

allow the children to browse news articles and trusted websites so they can find out more about 

these unique creatures. 

 Now allow the pupils to explore the poems from the Tardigrade sagas that are stuck up around the 

room at their leisure. They don’t have to read all of them, they can read, pass over, move on and 

then select one that most appeals to them. This encourages pupils to enjoy the experience of simply 

reading a poem and to relish the uncertainties of meanings and the nature of the knowledge and 

emotional responses that poems evoke in them as readers. You could give them post-it notes to 

write their names on and stick on the poems they most want to discuss with someone else — to 

allow them to really think critically about their choices, you might want to give just two or three to 

each child. At the end they have to narrow down their choices to one they want to discuss more fully. 

More than one child may choose the same poem and they can then discuss this poem as a pair or 

group. You may want to include in this session Philip Gross’ reading of ‘Tardigrade in Its Element’ 

(p.15) at https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip. 

 Give them time to re-read their chosen poem and think about or discuss their initial responses, why 

they selected this poem, how it made them feel, what they were particularly drawn to, personal 

connections they have with the poem, what it made them think about or questions it raised. What 

was the picture they saw in their minds as they read the poem? What does it tell them about the 

Tardigrade? Give time and space for the children to talk together about the poems they have 

selected. You could ask them to write short explanations for their choices and stick these around 

copies of the poems on a display. Prepare the children to present back to the group as a whole on 

their chosen poem. What snapshots of the Tardigrade did they offer us about this creature? 

 When each group has presented back, talk about the different aspects of the Tardigrade that Philip 

Gross has shared with us throughout the poems in the saga. Were some poems more popular than 

others? Why was this? Now come back to the word ‘saga’. What do the children think this means? 

You may choose to share the Oxford Living Dictionary’s definition at: 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/saga. What do we think Philip Gross has presented us 

with here? Would we say that the story shows heroic achievements? Do we think he has presented 

us with a series of incidents? 

 Following this, give the children time to think about what heroic achievements mean to them. Is 

there a person or a thing that they would consider capable of heroic achievements? Allow the children 

time and space to make notes of someone or something and what they do that is heroic in their 

poetry notebooks. 

 In the following session, allow the children time to think about writing a three poem saga of their 

own about a chosen person or thing that they think capable of heroic achievements. You may want 

to look at the Oxford Living Dictionary’s definition of hero: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dork_85Q8uI
https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/saga
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https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/hero and recap on why the Tardigrade might be 

considered heroic before deciding who or what their chosen subject might be. For children struggling 

with ideas, you may set this closer to their personal frame of reference. Is there someone in their 

own lives that they would consider a hero to them? This could be a parent or carer, sibling or another 

family member. Model your own ideas for a poem of your own for the children to see and hear at 

the same time. 

 Now think of three aspects of the person or thing that show their heroic qualities and look at how to 

explore these ideas in drafts of three poems. Once again, inspired by your own subject, demonstrate 

how you as a writer come up with ideas and poetic language and use these to draft initial ideas, 

making additions, changes and improvements as you write. Share attempts through reading aloud 

to experience how the poem sounds off the page and collect responses from the children. 

 Allow the children time and space to go through this process with their own poems, giving time for 

you as the teacher or other children to respond to their poems, making changes or additions and re-

drafting if necessary. 

 When the words sound right to the children, focus on how they will arrange these on the page. 

Working on a word processor might allow them to be able to explore the impact in line breaks or 

arrange their lines into stanzas, experimenting with different arrangements on the page, and going 

back to the original poems for support — leaving these up on the walls will allow children to go back 

to browse and study this. 

 When they are happy with the way the text looks, they might then go on to think about how they 

might illustrate these with drawings, considering how these might interact with the text. Model this, 

using your own poem and illustration. When children are happy, allow different opportunities for 

them to present their work, this may be in a small bound book which could be displayed, they may 

want to record their poems to keep as an audio recording for others to listen to, they may want to 

film a performance of their poems or present for a class or school display or event. 

 You could go on to compare and contrast these poem with ‘Worm Dreaming’ (pp.35–37) and 

‘Worm’s Eye View’ (pp.78–79) in a group reading session following this or as part of home learning. 

 

Section 3: Exploring emotion, creating empathy 

Session 9: Looking at Language 

Note: The film clip in the following session contains a hunting scene that mirrors that described in the 

poem to be studied. The prey escapes but some children may find certain parts disturbing. Be mindful 

about how you introduce the video and poem to prepare children accordingly.  

 Watch the BBC Planet Earth Snow Leopard hunting video at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uj0EVT-Ekog. Allow the children time to respond to the clip. 

Have they seen a snow leopard before? How do they feel seeing it? What is it like? How does it 

behave? How could they describe it? 

 Now read aloud the poem ‘Snow Leopard’ (pp.18–20). How does this compare to their reflections on 

the snow leopard? Does reading this make them feel differently? 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/hero
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uj0EVT-Ekog
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 Consider the Ladakhi proverb: 

A snow leopard is as beautiful as ten women 

As strong as ten men  

And as wise as ten astronomers. 

 

What do the children think this tells us about the leopard’s character? How is this reflected in the 

poem? 

 Now listen to poet Philip Gross read the poem at: https://soundcloud.com/philip-gross-6/snow-

leopard. or https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip. Give mixed pairs or groups a copy 

of the poem and coloured highlighters to follow as they listen then allow time and space for them to 

discuss their thoughts and feelings about the poem and text mark language that highlights the beauty 

of the leopard, its strength and its wisdom. 

 Linked to wider work in Geography, explore the World Wildlife Fund campaign to save the snow 

leopard. Watch an example of a campaign video, e.g. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KTjiWy_1FEE. Draw out and discuss the persuasive language 

devices used, such as emotive adjectives and adverbs: the harshest conditions, the stunning snow 

leopard, ruthlessly hunted, the impact of modal verbs: we must act fast. 

 Share and discuss more extensive information on the challenges facing snow leopards, mainly from 

human impact. Lots of information can be found on the WWF website at: 

https://www.wwf.org.uk/wildlife/snow-leopards. 

 Allow children time and space to work in teams to plan, compose and edit their own television 

commercial that includes a poem about the beauty of snow leopards that will persuade others to 

consider their impact and donate to save the leopards. Think back to the film and consider the type 

of language and grammar appropriate to the purpose and audience. What level of formality does 

your language need? What types of language might persuade your audience? Could they use 

rhetorical questions to engage the listener more deeply? When they have planned and devised their 

script, allow them to consider what images they might choose to support their campaign. What 

aspects of the leopard will be most appealing? What might put people off that you may want to 

avoid? Where will they read their poem to create most impact? 

 Allow children access to multimedia tools such as laptops or iPads, using software such as iMovie or 

Windows MovieMaker to prepare their presentations. 

 Share the presentations with the class, exploring and discussing the most persuasive devices and 

language used. Ask the children which campaign they would be most likely to donate to and why to 

allow them a framework for evaluating the impact of the choices made. 

 You could go on to explore how to create humour effectively in poetry by exploring ‘Extreme Aunt’ 

and ‘Extreme Uncle’ (pp.50–53) in a group reading session following this or as part of home learning. 

Session 10: Exploring poetic devices to create imagery 

Before the session, prepare a sheet for individuals, mixed pairs or groups with a copy of the illustration 

of the Arctic Tern on p.25 of the text in the centre for them to collect language related to the terns on 

as a personal word bank. Create a class version on a large piece of flipchart paper. 

https://soundcloud.com/philip-gross-6/snow-leopard
https://soundcloud.com/philip-gross-6/snow-leopard
https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KTjiWy_1FEE
https://www.wwf.org.uk/wildlife/snow-leopards
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 As a class, look at the BBC Nature web page on the Artic Tern: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/life/Arctic_Tern#intro. Read the introductory text and look at the 

accompanying image. Have the children ever heard of or seen an Arctic Tern before? What do they 

think they might know about them? What do they want to find out? Make notes on a flipchart to 

record these. 

 Now watch a couple of the supporting videos on the page, such as: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/life/Arctic_Tern#p00xjv8s and 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/life/Arctic_Tern#p007vdtr. You may need to play each video more 

than once, first to allow children to hear and take in the language and images, then to make notes. 

Although some children may feel confident to write straight away, they may also need a second 

viewing to recap on anything they may miss the first time. Tell the children that they are going to be 

listening for language that tells us more about the Arctic Terns. This might be language directly 

spoken, or language they can think of that helps them describe characteristics they can see in the 

films. Be clear that they are making notes, not copying down whole swathes of text. Model this if 

necessary by watching a short clip first. 

 The supporting text Migration: Incredible Animal Journeys by Mike Unwin, illustrated by Jenni 

Desmond (Bloomsbury) has a double page spread on Arctic Terns, which it would also be useful to 

read aloud to the children for further note-taking. 

 Ensure that you make your own notes alongside the children, providing examples of language that 

you know will extend them beyond their current vocabularies, e.g. tenacious. When the children 

have lots of different examples written down, get them to discuss their choices in pairs and come up 

with two examples that they would most like to share with the rest of the class. Collate these on the 

large class example along with two of your own and display this prominently. What do we think we 

have learnt about the characters of these birds? Their habitat? Their activity? How they feel about 

their young? 

 Now read aloud the poem ‘Arctic Terns’ (pp.24–25), giving a copy to mixed pairs. They can read along 

if they wish or just listen to the poem being read. Allow the children time to share their first 

reflections. How did the poem make them feel? What questions do they have? Do they need any of 

the language or concepts to be clarified? 

 Re-read the poem and ask the children to use what they saw in the films to help them visualise the 

environment in which the poem takes place. Where are we in the poem? What language does the 

poet use to help us visualise this? How are we feeling at the start of the poem? How does this compare 

with the end of the poem? Re-read again, looking at the rhythm of the poem, how it starts off slowly, 

describing the sparse and empty conditions before the terns arrive. Where is the turning-point line 

in the poem, from stillness and emptiness to a mass of action? 

 Look for examples of poetic devices that the poet has used to create imagery for the reader. Can the 

children find examples of simile, metaphor, personification, onomatopoeia, alliteration, assonance, 

juxtaposition? Clarify these terms for the children if necessary and then give them time to text mark 

their copies of the poem with examples they can find. What effect do these have on them as readers? 

Session 11: Exploring viewpoint 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/life/Arctic_Tern#intro
http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/life/Arctic_Tern#p00xjv8s
http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/life/Arctic_Tern#p007vdtr
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 Display a copy of ‘Life on the Ledge’ (pp.8–9). Read aloud the poem and allow time for the children 

to discuss their initial responses. What did the poem make you think about? How did it make you 

feel? What connections could you make with ‘Arctic Terns’? 

 Explore the world of the kittiwakes more fully through a video such as: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/life/Black-legged_Kittiwake#p007zcrn which will allow the children to 

experience the scene described. 

 Ask the children what they saw in the films to help them understand the environment in which the 

poem takes place. What is it like there? 

 Now read aloud the poem again and explore the perspective from which we see the poem. Who is 

the ‘I’ in the poem? How do they view their world? Explore with the children the effect of positioning 

us as the chick: how does this make us feel as the reader? Why is this an effective device for evoking 

empathy in us as a reader? 

 Give the children a copy of the poem in mixed pairs and groups and allow them time to focus on and 

highlight language that creates empathy by emphasising the fragility of the chicks and the 

perilousness of their environment. Feedback and explore this as a whole group. 

 As with ‘Arctic Terns’, there is a sudden turning point in this poem. Where is this, and what happens 

at the turning point? Now look back at the poem; what are the words and phrases that show us that 

the chicks are growing and changing throughout the poem? Highlight this in a different colour on the 

poem. You may also want to watch an additional video of the chicks preparing themselves for flight, 

e.g., https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GH3ddGT5oNk. 

 Allow the children to work in pairs, groups or individually to work up either ‘Arctic Terns’ or ‘Life on 

the Ledge’ for performance. The children could arrange themselves into groups dependent on 

personal preference or you could group the children equally across the two poems. How will they 

use their voices, facial expression and body language to show the shift from quiet emptiness to the 

sudden bombardment of the terns or the sudden change from sitting tight to flight? 

 Give time for the pupils to build up their ideas, text-marking the poem with performance notes and 

ideas, practising, editing and polishing to a finished performance. Before 13th June 2019, this could 

be filmed and submitted for the CLiPPA shadowing scheme competition to win the opportunity to 

perform this poem on stage as part of the award ceremony at the National Theatre, see 

https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/clippa. 

 Create a space for the pupils to watch, reflect on and evaluate each other’s performances. What did 

each interpretation add to your understanding of the narrative? What did the performance make 

you think and feel about the poem that you didn’t think before? 

 Ask the children to consider how they themselves have grown and changed throughout their lives. 

Do they remember any significant or special moments or times? If they are in Year 6, they may also 

want to focus on changes ahead and how they feel about these, such as transition to secondary 

school. Give children time and space to jot down ideas and inspirations in their journal, explaining 

that these are private to the children and will contain ideas that could be worked up into poems of 

their own later on, if the children feel these have potential. 

Session 12: Making sense of experiences through poetry 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/life/Black-legged_Kittiwake#p007zcrn
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GH3ddGT5oNk
https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/clippa
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Before this session, you will need to read the poem ‘Aleppo Cat’ and carefully consider the themes 

addressed in the poem. If any children have experienced war or loss you will need to determine 

whether the exploration of the poem is appropriate for these children. Poetry can be a great support 

in making sense of experiences and it can be cathartic to write about more uncomfortable emotions 

and experiences, but this may need to be carefully considered if children have direct and harrowing 

memories which may be uncovered by the poem and its subject. 

 Listen to Philip Gross read the poem ‘Aleppo Cat’ at https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-

philip. Allow the children time and space to consider their first responses to the poem. How did it 

make you feel? What did it make you think? Can you make any connections with anything you have 

seen or read or any personal experiences? 

 Re-read the poem and ask the children where they think the poem takes place. Have any of them 

heard of Aleppo before? Locate Aleppo on a map, children will note that it is in Syria. What do they 

know about this place? 

 Watch an extract from the Channel 4 news report — Inside Aleppo: Can the City Be Rebuilt? at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x6Re47YCjV8 Note: You should only watch a select extract 

from 0.42–10.16; the entire film goes on to discuss the wider politics, which is not age-appropriate. 

How do they feel seeing what is described through the eyes of the film? What do you think it might 

have been like before the destruction of war? What clues are in the poem to what might have been? 

Could you picture the place in your mind? What has the poet done to make this possible? You may 

also wish to share a short extract from Chapter 1 (pp.5–7) of Welcome to Nowhere by Elizabeth Laird 

(Macmillan), where a young boy describes a vibrant scene in Bosra with many links to this poem, to 

gain a picture of what life may have previously been in a Syrian city before the advent of war. Be 

aware that children may then want to go on to read this themselves — it is important to read the 

book yourself first (this is in the 2018–19 teacher pack of the Power of Reading training) before 

sharing the title and author with the children to determine the suitability of its themes and issues 

raised for your children. 

 Come back to the poem and re-read aloud again, this time giving mixed pairs or groups of children a 

copy of the text to follow while you read if they wish. Has listening to the extract or watching the 

video enhanced their understanding in any way? How? 

 Now give time for the children to re-read and respond to the poem themselves. What language and 

devices are so good at capturing our feelings? How does the poet create empathy for both the cat 

and the situation as a whole; the street, the people, the city? 

 Encourage the children to also look at how the words are arranged on the page. How does this also 

contribute to the meaning and feeling of the poem? Allow time for the children to text-mark their 

copies of the poem, highlighting specific words, phrases, devices that contribute to our 

understanding and create empathy and annotating with their thoughts. 

 Come back to share children’s thinking and to discuss questions and issues raised. Be aware that 

children may come to the discussion space with different levels of understanding and experience 

and you will need to mediate discussions sensitively. 

 Read aloud the poem for a final time. What do you think is the effect of the poet sharing this 

experience through the eyes/perspective of the cat? 

https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip
https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x6Re47YCjV8
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 Listen to Valerie Bloom talk about the importance of poetry at https://vimeo.com/130415836. 

Consider what she says about poetry appealing to the emotions, and helping people to make sense 

of the world. Why do you think Philip Gross chose to focus a poem on the destruction in Aleppo? How 

does this poem help us to relate to and empathise with the experiences of others? Why is this 

important? 

 You could go on to compare and contrast this poem with ‘Pioneers of the West’ (pp.88–89) in a group 

reading session following this. You will need to carefully consider the concepts around the poem 

prior to reading with the children and be prepared to go beyond the History curriculum to engage in 

and facilitate discussions exploring negative impacts of and suffering caused by the expansion of 

British Empire on native populations. 

Sessions 13–15: Writing from Your Own Experience 

Before this session, you will need to read the poem ‘Singular’ (pp.86–87) and carefully consider the 

themes addressed in the poem. If any children have experienced being alone or bullied, you will need 

to determine whether the exploration of the poem is appropriate for these children. Poetry can be a 

great support in making sense of experiences and it can be cathartic to write about more 

uncomfortable emotions and experiences, but this may need to be carefully considered if children have 

direct and harrowing memories which may be uncovered by the poem and its subject. 

 Listen to Philip Gross read ‘Singular’ at https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip. How 

is this different from other poems you’ve read in the collection so far? Allow time for the children to 

talk about their initial responses. What were they thinking about as the poem was read? How did it 

make them feel? Could they connect with the poem personally? Was this easier or more difficult 

than with the other poems? Why? 

 Re-read the poem, giving mixed pairs or groups a copy to share and discuss. Get them to annotate 

the poem with their thoughts and feelings, exploring and highlighting language they may wish to 

explore or discuss. You could focus on some specific questions to focus the children’s thinking, such 

as: What do you feel about the girl in the poem? Why do you feel this way? What is she experiencing? 

How is this intensified throughout the poem? 

 Come back together to talk about and share their responses. You could go on to discuss how the 

writing of poetry can also be a cathartic experience, helping is to make sense of issues, situations 

and emotions in our own lives and helping us to make sense of the world around us. Children may 

want to write ideas in their poetry journals about things in their own lives they are trying to make 

sense of. You may wish to link this to wider work in PSHE, setting up safe space discussions with the 

children, emphasising a trust approach to talking about their own feelings and experiences, making 

sure children only share ideas and thoughts if they want to and negotiating with the group that 

nothing shared in the sessions will be shared outside the room face to face or behind people’s backs 

and that discussions that take place about points raised are seen as supportive, not judgmental. 

Allow time for children to make notes about personal ideas in their journals, explaining that these 

are private to the children and will contain ideas that could be worked up into poems of their own 

later on, if the children feel these have potential. 

https://vimeo.com/130415836
https://clpe.org.uk/poetryline/interviews/gross-philip
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 England: Poems from a School edited by Kate Clanchy (Picador) contains some wonderful examples 

of young people, not much older than themselves, doing just this. You may wish to share some 

pertinent examples of poems from this to illustrate this concept and instil confidence in the children’s 

own writing. 

 Over the next few sessions, encourage the children to write from their own personal experience in 

response to any of the poems read. Themes that could be explored are: 

- how you engage with the environment or natural elements in the world around you 

- a particular creature of interest 

- special places or people 

- a reflection on an emotional moment in your own life 

- a time when you’ve gone from calm or emptiness into action 

- a time when you’ve fiercely protected something 

- how you yourself have grown and changed  

- a time when you have faced a fear 

- being emotional about something  

- celebrating a personal achievement 

 Reflect on the ideas that the children have been noting in their poetry journals throughout the unit. 

Are there any ideas in there that they feel strongly enough about to take through to writing? 

 As they write, encourage the children to create a picture of the experience for their reader, so that 

they feel as engaged and a part of the poem as they have with the poems they connected with the 

most. They should also consider the poetic devices they could use to engage their reader, reflecting 

on what they found effective in the writing of Philip Gross. 

 As they plan and draft, they should also consider how they will create and develop the same emotion 

shown by the poet that they were also able to recognise and bring out in some of their reflections 

and performances. 

 Keep notes and observations yourself during this time and model how you might come up with ideas 

for poems. Show the children how you as a writer come up with ideas and poetic language inspired 

by experiences you have had, things around you or your own imagination. Demonstrate how you use 

these to draft initial ideas, making additions, changes and improvements as you write. 

 Share attempts through reading aloud to experience how your writing sounds off the page and 

collect responses from the children and then explore how to redraft for publication, thinking about 

how the poem looks on the page. 

 Allow the children time and space to go through this process with their own poems, giving time for 

you as the teacher or other children to respond to their poems, making changes or additions and re-

drafting if necessary. You may also be inspired by hearing advice from professional poets, e.g., Joseph 

Coelho: How do you work on your poems? — https://vimeo.com/130341918. 

 When the words sound right to the children, you may also want to look at how they have arranged 

these on the page, going back to the original poems for support. How might they separate the lines 

and sections of their work? Typing their poem into a word processor may help them to explore and 

experiment with the words on the page more easily. 

 When they are happy with how their poem looks, they could then think about how they might 

illustrate their poem. They may wish to explore and experiment with a brush and black ink, in a 

https://vimeo.com/130341918
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similar style to Jesse Hodgson, the illustrator of Dark Sky Park. You can see more of her black and 

white ink illustrations at: http://cargocollective.com/JesseHodgson/B-W-Ink-Illustrations. Here they 

will have to make important considerations regarding layout. Where might the words sit in relation 

to their illustrations? You should also model this, using your own poem and illustration. 

 When children are happy, explore different ways the children could publish their work. This could 

include: 

- Poetry Performances 

- Creating a class anthology  

- Displaying published work 

 Consider how the children can then gain a response from their own readers on the impact of their 

writing. 

Reflecting on the collection as a whole: 

 To draw together all the work done in this unit, hold a discussion about the collection as a whole. 

What are your most memorable poems? Why? You may wish to draw on the ‘Tell Me’ approach to 

draw out children’s likes, dislikes, puzzles and connections about the collection, before moving on to 

a more specific discussion around themselves as readers of poetry. What have you learned about 

poetry that you didn’t know before? Would you be encouraged to read more poetry after studying 

this collection? Why? Why not? 

 If someone else asked you about Dark Sky Park, what would you say about the collection? What 

might you not tell them? 

 What lingering questions do you still have about the poems? If you could speak to the poet himself, 

what would you ask him? Look at some of the questions that Philip Gross has already answered via 

his website: https://www.philipgross.co.uk/wordpress/category/you-asked/#questions. How will 

you make your question interesting and engaging enough for him to answer? 

 Allow time for the children to draft and try out their question with a partner, who can give a response 

and suggest how these could be edited before writing these up. Philip Gross has a place on his 

website where children can submit questions for him to answer and share with others. Children 

under 13 will need permission from a parent or carer for this so you may wish to allow them to take 

copies of their questions home to gain consent and post these at: 

https://www.philipgross.co.uk/wordpress/category/you-asked/. 

 

http://cargocollective.com/JesseHodgson/B-W-Ink-Illustrations
https://www.philipgross.co.uk/wordpress/category/you-asked/#questions
https://www.philipgross.co.uk/wordpress/category/you-asked/

