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BALL, EUGENIA RUTH. An Investigation into the Effects of a
Specifically Designed Introductory Poetry Unit on the Cog-
nitive Gains and Affective Responses of Ninth Grade Students.

(1979)
Directed by: Dr. Lois V. Edinger. Pp. 171.

The purpose of this study was to determine whether a
specifically designed unit of poetry study could produce
cognitive achievement without damaging affective growth in
appreciation of poetry for ninth grade students. 1In this
study, cognitive achievement refers to measurable objective
test items and affective growth refers to indications from
student responses on a pre- and post-survey instrument. A
corollary was to determine whether a teacher who was re-
luctant to teach poetry could replicate the unit with equal
success.

Eight heterogeneously grouped ninth grade classes were
randomly selected and assigned for three groups of two classes
each to obtain treatment and testing while one group of two
classes received no treatment and served as the non-equivalent
comparison group. Each treatment group was taught by a dif-
ferent instructor. All three groups, however, were involved
in a developmental sequence of poetry which utilized mutual
materials. Teaching styles and student-teacher relationships
were uncontrolled variables.

Objectives for the cognitive achievement were established
by the author based on predetermined expectations of senior

high school English teachers for minimal poetry skills to be



acquired by the completion of ninth grade English. Pre- and
post-tests consisting of five items on figurative, poetic
language and five items on structure were administered.
Through analyses of variance, null hypotheses concerning cog-
nitive gain between the treatment groups and the comparison
group and differential treatment effect among the three treat-
ment groups were tested at the .01 level of significance.

Pre- and post~attitude surveys were administered and subjected
to various chi-square analyses to assess treatment effect

at the .01 level of significance.

The analyses of variance results indicated a signifi-
cant cognitive gain for the treatment groups when compared
with the non-treatment group but no significant differential

treatment effect on cognitive growth among the treatment
groups. Chi-square analyses showed no significant treatment
effects on the affective responses.

It was concluded from the study that a specifically de-
signed poetry unit can produce significant cognitive growth
without adversely affecting the students' attitude toward
poetry. It was also concluded that a teacher who is re-
luctant to teach poetry can replicate the unit of study with
equal success. It was a major recommendation that further
research be conducted to determine possible teaching methods
which would increase relevancy and credibility of poetry for

students.
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CHAPTER I

THE PROBLEM AND ITS SCOPE

Introduction

Poetry occupies a somewhat tenuous position in the cur-
riculum for the junior high school student of English. With
the current emphasis on basic skills, competency tests, and
teacher accountability coupled with the elimination of the
core or block program and a return to departmentalization;
teachers feel compelled to teach only the essentials. Un=-
fortunately, for most teachers, poetry is not considered an
essential portion of the English curriculum.

Departmentalization provides each student the opportunity
for instruction by an English major, but it compresses the
time limit for instruction into forty-five minute pgriods as
opposed to the hour and a half span of the former core sche-
duling. In an eight-period day, an English teacher may have
approximately 180 student contacts. With public demand for
better student performance in reading and writing skills,
teachers, frustrated by the numbers of studénts in class and
limited contact hours, may increasingly eliminate the teach-
ing of poetry from the curriculum.

Teachers who feel that poetry is essential to the cur-

riculum may encounter negative responses from the students if



they attempt to teach it. Most attitude surveys of junior
high school students indicate that grammar and poetry are

the most disliked areas of the English curriculum. Teachers
tend to feel that grammar is vital to writing performance and
continue to teach it in spite of student resistance. Poetry
rarely has the same dedication to its significance from
teachers.

Many Enélish teachers recall their own experiences with
college courses geared toward infinite interpretation and
analysis of poetry combined with studies in intricate
scansions of prosody as unpleasant and difficult. Yet, these
same teachers may impose on their students identical experi-
ences for lack of knowledge of alternative teaching techniques.
Some teachers readily admit they avoid the teaching of poetry
because they do not understand it themselves, do not know how
to teach it, and feel uncomfortable with poetry.

To help poetry survive, or to revive poetry in the English
curriculum, is a task of at least +two dimensions. First,
teachers must be provided methods for teaching poetry that will
increase student appreciation and produce adult readers and
teachers of poetry. Second, teachers must be made aware of the
advantages of including poetry in the English curriculum. This

study addresses the first dimension.



Statement of the Problem

There is a need for poetry teaching in the junior high
school which will enable students to rediscover their youth-
ful enjoyment of poetry and prepare them for more serious
encounters with poetry in the senior high school curriculum
and in adult life. Methods for teaching poetry which build
on the strengths of early experiences with rhythm and verse
need to be utilized and modeled for classroom teachers who
feel uncomfortable with poetry and are reluctant to teach
it. This study is designed to accomplish both goals and
evaluate the results.

The central question addressed is whether ninth grade
students can undergo a unit of poetry study, acquire specific
knowledge of minimal basic terms and concepts, and maintain,
or increase, their appreciation of poetry. A corollary of
the study is to determine whether an English teacher can
observe the techniques presented in the teaching of poetry,
imitate them with adaptation to his/her individual style, and

obtain the same results.

Justification for the Study

In an age of educational accountability and public cry
for competency in student performance, it becomes imperative
for English teachers to explore all possibilities for success-

ful and palatable teaching experiences which produce performancs



results in the skillS'of reading and writing. The study of
poetry can be utilized to both ends. The brevity of poetry
makes it more manageable for low-level students. When read
aloud, the rhythm of poetry trains students in the rhythm

and cadences of oral communication and improves the patterns
of oral reading. The study of rhyming words, alliteration,
assonance, and consonance can provide a vehicle for word
attack skills in reading. The stanzas in poetry can be used
as a transfer for paragraph development skills in prose. Pro-
ducing original poems can free the imagination and generate
ideas that are more difficult to reach through prose. The
study of poetry can sharpen the senses and improve the powers
of observation. Poetry can be an excellent vehicle for im-
proving reading comprehension skills through a compressed

unit of working material.l None of these skills can be ac-
complished easily through poetry, however, if students and
teachers have negative feelings toward poetry. It would not
make sense to combine students' negative attitudes toward
poetry with their frustrations in attempting to improve their
reading skills. Unlike the principle in math, in English two
negatives do not result in a positive answer. If poetry could
become an enjoyable experience, then a new avenue for abundant

basic skill study programs could be made available.

l 1] : .
_ June Byers, "Using Poetry to Help Educationally Deprived
gglldren Learn Inductively," Elementary English (March 1965):
5.




- To assess the status of the teaching of poetry in the
junior high school and determine whether a need exists for
teaching teachers how to make poetry more enjoyable for
students, a survey instrument was distributed to all junior
high English teéchers in the Charlotte~Mecklenburg School
system. Fourteen of the twenty-one junior high schools re-

turned the survey sheets with a total of eighty-eight re-

sponses. (See Table 1)

Table 1

Teacher Assessment of Poetry in the Junior High School

N=88 with 14 out of 21 junior high schools reporting

Yes No
l. Do your students seem to enjoy poetry? 59 29
2. Do you read poetry yourself? 79 8
3. Do you enjoy poetry? 77 8
4. Do you feel that you know what "good"
poetry is? 64 17
5. Do you feel that all students should be
exposed to the teaching of poetry at some
time during the school years? 80 0
If Yes--at what level or levels--
elementary (1ll), junior high (6), senior
high (8), college (2), all (47).
6. Have you ever participated in the Poets-in-
the-Schools Program? 21 66

7. Has the student response to this program been
positive? 22 4



8. Name a favorite poet you have studied or enjoyed.a

Poet Responses

=

John Tobias
Robert Frost
Longfellow

Poe

Brownings

Yeats

Wallace Stevens
Burns

Langston Hughes
Dickinson
Randall Jarrell
Nikki Giovanni
e.e. Cummings
Sandburg
Shakespeare
Wordsworth
Kipling

Eugene Field
John Milton

Paul L. Dunbar
T.S. Eliot
Gerald Manley Hopkins
Keats

McKuen

James Weldon Johnson
Gwendolyn Brooks
Charleen Swansea
John Masefield
Whitman

William Carlos Williams
Ellen Johnston
Blake

Houseman

Dickey

Baldwin

Byron

Shelley
Wheatley

=
(o]

IHHNHHHHHHHHHHHHNHNHHHNHHQNwmeHHNwmb

Total 84

a .
Responses are recorded exactly as written on surveys.



9.

Do you teach poetry to your students?

Answer the following questions only if the answer
to number nine is Yes.

lo.

11.
12.

13.

14.

15.

le.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Do you teach (a) a unit of poetry, 20 .(b)
poetry when it appears in the literature
book, 7 (c) poetry interspersed through-
out the school year, ll1 (d) poetry with
a combination of (a) and (c), 30.

Do vou teach poems from the literature book?
Do you teach poems you provide for the class?

Do you teach poetry for enjoyment and ap-
preciation only?

Do you teach the poetic tools or devices?
(simile, onomatopoeia, etc.)

Do you teach something about the poet's life?

Do you teach anything about the period in
which the poet lived or lives?

Do you teach the various forms of poetry?
(Haiku, limerick, sonnet, ballad, etc.)

Do you explain the meaning of the poem to
the student? How do you determine the
meaning of the poem? (a) By research
into the poet's life and times, 12 (b)
by what you have been taught about the
poem in the past, 18 (c) by your im-
pressions of the poem, 24 (d) by your
experiencing of the poem itself, 15 (e)
all of these, 23. _—

Do you require the student to analyze or in-
terpret a poem?

Do you accept any interpretation of a poem
the student offers provided he can defend
his answers?

Yes

68

62
57

28

50
56

42

58

61

52

66

No

20

11

40

18
12

26

10

16



21. Do you require students to memorize some
poetry?

22. Do you require students to write some
poetry?

23. Do students ever illustrate their or the
author's poems?

24, Do you teach only those poems which you
enjoy?

25, Do you teach poems you feel the students
should be exposed to as "good" literature?

26. Do you ask the students to bring in poems
for study?

27. Do you teach only modern poetry?

28. Do you teach both narrative and lyrical
poetry?

29. Have you ever taught a grammar lesson with
poetry? (Punctuation, sentence structure,
ete,)

30. Have you ever taught a reading lesson with
poetry? (Word attack, vocabulary, rhyming
words, etc.)

3l. How much time do you spend on poetry?

Two weeks 11
Three weeks 11
Four weeks

Five weeks

Six weeks

One guarter
Throughout year
Very little

Nc response 1

~NO WOy O

32. Do you grade student poems?

Yes

36

57

61

10

58

42

67

28

36

29

32

11

58

10

24
68

40

32

39



33. How do you grade poetry units?

}.—I
u

Tests on terminology

Credit for reading and/or
writing poems

Originality

Creativity

Interpretation and understanding
Content

Organization

Neatness

Quality

Effort and ability
Spelling, capitalization,
punctuation errors

Participation

Memory work

Contract with points

Write comments
Illustrations

Quantity

Subjective

With checks, check minus or plus

Amount completed

Good, satisfactory or poor
Paper on poets

HHWHEHWKHREFWWOOM WwhisuwUnloanNn

34, In teaching poetry do you use (a) visuals . (prints,
slides, pictures, etc.) 34 (b) objects 19 (c)
recordings 34 (d) filmstrips 18 (e) movies 6
(£) all 17 (g) none 2. - -

35. Do you consider poetry to be one of the frills of
English or a necessity?

Frill - 14
Necessity 44
Necessary frill 7
Neither 3

36. Where would you rank poetry in the order of impor-
tance and need in the content areas usually
covered in an English classroom? (1) grammar,
(2) composition, (3) novels, (4) short stories,
(5) drama, (6) non-fiction, (7) poetry.
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Rank Number Responses

1
2
8
14
22
)
11

NoOoUTds WK

One would expect the responses from this school district to
be better than average because of the three years of exposure
and impact of an active and successful Poetry-in-the-Schools
program.

Of the eighty-eight responses, fifty-nine teachers be-
lieved their students enjoy poetry and twenty-nine felt the
students do not. Sixty-eight teachers teach poetry to their
students and twenty do not, yet only five of the twenty-nine
respondents who listed negative responses of student attitudes
come from the category of teachers who do not teach poetry.

Of the sixty-eight teachers who teach poetry, forty-four claim
to support poetry as a necessity while twenty-four teachers
label poetry a frill or a "necessary" frill. In rank ordering
the usual content areas of an English class, only one teacher
considered poetry to be first and only eleven of sixty-eight
teachers ranked poetry above fourth place. Thé highest per-
centage of teachers ranked poetry as fifth place in the English
classroom and eleven teachers ranked it last.

The amount of time spent on poetry in a 180-day period

also reflects the place poetry occupies in the English classroom.
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Of the sixty-eight teachers who teach poetry, seventeen made
no response to this item. From fifty-one responses, it is
noted that only nine teachers spend more than four weeks on
poetry. Most teachers spend two or three weeks on poetry
and nine of the fifty-one responded with statements such as
"very little" or "not enough."

The teaching emphasis most common in the junior high
school is indicated by the large numbers of teachers who
require students to analyze poetry (52), memorize poetry (36),
and to write poetry (57); The survey indicates that these
teachers do not follow Stephen Dunning's "principles" be-
cause they do teach only units of poetry, and they do teach
poems they do not enjoy.2

From the responses to the question on how the teachers
grade poetry, it is obvious the teachers either do not know
the purpose of teaching poetry or else they are grading on
items which do not exemplify the purpose. Only fifteen teachers
test for knowledge of poetic terms and only five teachers grade
for understanding of the poems. The remainder of the poetry
grades is based upon originality,.grammar; participation, re-
ports on poets' lives, memorization, neatness, illustrations,

organization, and effort.

2Stephen Dunning and Alan B. Howes, Literature for Ado-
lgscents: Teaching Poems, Stories, Novels, and Plays. (Glen-
view, Ill.: Scott Foresman and Company, 19757, P. LI7.
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If the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school system is atypical
becausé it has been positively influenced through contact
with poets-in-the-schools, it would be safe to assume that
other school systems would have equal or greater needs. Al-
though twenty teachers who indicated they do not teach poetry
seem - to be a relatively small number, approximately 2,000
students would be affected and would receive no poetry ex-
periences at the junior high level. With these results, it
appears that there is a definite need to provide teachers
direction in poetry study and alternative teaching techniques
which will enable them to impart to students significant
cognitive enrichment without adverse affective responses

toward poetry.

Assumptions

There is no attempt in this study to prove that poetry
is beneficial to every student or that poetry study can pro-
duce improved reading and writing skills. It is accepted
that historically the precedence of the teaching of poetry
was established on the merits of the art form. It is assumed
that English teachers recognize the merit of poetry and that .
they desire to and can learn techniques of teaching poetry
through observation of those technigues with subsequent periods

of dialogue with the instructor.
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The following additional assumptions are basic to the

design of this study:

1. Appropriate cognitive test items can be designed
by utilizing poetry knowledge which senior high
English teachers deem desirable for junior high
students to have mastered.

2. Testing with an instrument designed to measure speci-
fically designated cognitive concepts rather than a
standardized norm-referenced poetry test is more ap-
propriate for this study which focuses on an intro-
ductory poetry unit.

3. All questionnaires and tests would be completed honest-
ly and sincerely.

4. The populations of the groups are normally distributed.

5. The variances of the populations of the groups are

approximately equal.

Hypotheses and Questions

The basic concern of this study is to determine whether
changes in cognitive understanding of poetry can be obtained
through an intensive unit of study without an adverse effect
on the affective area of appreciation of poetry. A corollary
of the study is to determine whether a teacher-observer can
replicate the poetry study with equal results. Two null
hypotheses were formulated and tested at the .01 level of

significance:
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1. There is no significant change in cognitive under-
standing of poetry between the three treatment
~groups and the non-equivalent comparison group.
2. There is no significant change in cognitive under-
standing of poetry among the three treatment groups.
A final hypothesis to be obtained through guestionnaire
responses subjected to chi-square analysis for significance
at the .01 level is that there will be no decrease in the
number of favorable student responses to the enjoyment or

appreciation of poetry.

Limitations

This study is limited to eight classes of ninth-grade
students in a junior high school in Charlotte, North Carolina.
Six classes in paired groupings were instructed by three dif-
ferent teachers utilizing similar methods. This provided for,
but did not control, the variables of individual teacher per-
sonalities and student-teacher relationships which would in-
fluence the study. Two classes served as the non-equivalent
comparison group and were given no instruction in poetry. The
study did not deprive these students because they would not
have received instruction in poetry whether the study was
located there or not. This school was intentionally selected
because of the limited amount of instruction in poetry being
delivered by the teachers and because of the cooperation and
interest among the teachers to learn new approaches in teach-

ing poetry.
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The poems selected for study were not pretested for
student appeal. Other poems may have produced different

results.

Overview of Procedures

A unit of poetry study was designed by the author based
on limited research studies and various teaching theories in
the area of poetry. Pre- and post-surveys were administered
to six ninth grade English classes to determine the degree
of dislike or predisposition toward poetry. The data were
subjected to chi-square analyses for significance. A test
of cognitive understanding of basic poetry terms and con-
cepts recommended by senior high school English teachers for
mastery by ninth grade was constructed by the author. This
test served as the pre- and post-test which was administered
to eight ninth grade English classes. The data were sub-
jected to'analyses of variance for significance.

A detailed description of instruments, population, treat-
ment and data collection procedures is presented in Chapter

III.
Summary

The continued expression of distaste for poetry by junior
high school students and the lack of preparation for senior
high and college level studies of poetry prompted the experi-

mentation of establishing a unit of poetry study which would
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attempt to overcome both obstacles. The remainder of this
study is organiéed in the following manner:

Chapter II presents a review of previous research and
related literature.

Chapter III describes the program of study, data-gathering
instruments and methods, and treatment procedures.

Chapter IV is a presentation and analysis of the data.

Chapter V includes a summary, conclusions and implications,

and recommendations.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH AND LITERATURE

Related Research

There has been very little research done in the area of
teaching poetry and the methods which enable that teaching to
be effective at the junior high school level. In fact, prior
to 1965, virtually no research had been applied directly to
the teaching of poetry except where it occurred in broad
areas of literary criticism, tastes, or preferences. Of the
research that exists on the teaching of poetry, with a few
exceptions, most has been of a survey or descriptive nature.
One might assume various reasons for this lack of research.
The study of poetry lies, primarily, in the affective domain
which is more difficult to measure. Very few instruments
have been designed which can adequately measure the results
of teaching methods. Most instruments in use today are
classroom interaction-analysis systems and are not specifical-
ly oriented toward the unique characteristics of the teaching
of poetry with its particular difficulties.

Another assumption might be that until the mid 1960's
with the shift in emphasis to science and math, poetry had
occupied a relatively secure position in the English curricu-

lum. In an age of focus on the exact sciences, justification
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and defense for the teaching of poetry became more critical.
As the public school climate continued to change with teachers
having more pressures from clerical duties, an overloaded
curriculum, and pupil demands for accountability of subject
matter, the position of poetry in the English curriculum be-
came more precarious. Students resisted studying anything
they did not like, or which seemed to them impractical for
daily life. For these, and perhaps other less obvious rea-
sons, the teaching of poetry has not been the subject of in-
tensive research.

An examination of existing research reveals that the
broad topic of teaching poetry began to be explored in more
depth during the latter half of the 1960's. These studies
appear to focus on:

1. instruments to measure: teaching methods, student

comprehension, attitudes and preferences for poetry;

2. attempts to alter literary taste;

3. effects of various preparations for reading poetry;

4. designs for teaching poetry.

Instruments of Measurements

Donald Gallo recognized that all teacher-rating scales
which had been developed up to 1968, had not dealt with speci-
fic academic areas and specific skills needed to teach the

content of those academic areas. Gallo constructed an
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instrument specifically designed for rating teachers in the
English area. His instrument is the Poetry Methods Rating
Scale (PMRS). The PMRS was designed for:

Assessing teachers' opinions of methods of teach-

ing poetry to tenth grade average ability students

and to validate it by determining the relationship

between scores on the instrument and teachers' at-

titudes, personality, performance, and success in

the classroom.
Items for the PMRS were written based on research and theory
from methods articles in journals and texts. The sixty-two
items were sent to experts in various areas of English to be
ranked on a scale from "strongly agree" to "strongly dis-

"2 Ttems which did not have high scores of validity

agfee.
or correlation were omitted from the scale.

Twenty-one teachers, and one class from each teacher,
participated in the actual teaching experiment. These
teachers were instructed to teach three short poems to their
classes sometime during a designated four-week period. The
teachers could teach the poems in any order and use any method
they chose provided their goal was to increase the students'

3

understanding and appreciation of poetry. The lessons were

tape-recorded and evaluated.

lDonald.R. Gallo, "Toward a More Effective Assessment of
Poetry Teaching Methods," Research in the Teaching of English
2 (Fall 1968): 128. - -

2Gallo, p. 129.

3Gallo, p. 131.
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Each lesson was examined in terms of the teacher's
general organization, introduction, interpretation
" of meaning, discussion of form, examination of
language, and use of related activities.

Students evaluated their teachers on a separate guestionnaire.
Gallo's findings proddced some interesting side obser-

vations. Gallo states:

. « « it is guite obvious that what teachers know
and believe-~or at least say they know and believe--
about methods of teaching poetry does not always
result in related behaviors in their classes . . .
therefore, although this study presents evidence
to support the contention that teachers' knowledge
and beliefs about methods of teaching poetry have
a direct bearing on how they teach, there is not

a one-to-one relationship by any means. In some
instances . . . there seems to be almost no re-
lationship whatever. . . .2

Gallo observed that most of the teachers
lectured most of the time, elicited few student
comments, progressed line-by-line through the
poems without starting with general impressions
and then discussing the elements of the poems
which led to those impressions, and made little
effort to teach_the skills of poetry reading or
interpretation,
even though their main goal was to increase student under-

standing and appreciation of poetry.

4Gallo, p. 132.
5Gallo, p. 136.

6Gallo, p. 135.
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Although the validity of the PMRS is tenuous, the PMRS
does provide a list of thirty-eight statements about the
teaching of poetry which are supported by expert opinion.
These items can be used to assist in determining how a suc-
cessful unit of poetry study should be taught. Gallo's study
also confirms the need for demonstration lessons and work-
shops for classroom teachers of poetry.

Listed below are some of the favorably ranked items from
Gallo's study which are incorporated into the poetry unit of
this study.

1. The teacher should lead the student from the simple
to the complex in a poem--starting with tne who,
what, when, where and progressing to the symbolic.

2. The teacher should use recordings of poems to help
tenth grade students appreciate the sounds of poems.

3. The main interpretation of a poem should be based on
the pocem itself.

4. Students should be urged to defend their interpreta-
tion of poems by quoting passages from the poems.

5. Tenth grade students should first understand the
literal meaning of a particular poem.

6. The mechanics of poetry should be studied to see where
and how they contribute to the meaning of a particular
poem.

7. Important facts of a poet's life and times should be
introduced only when they have some relevance to a

particular poem being studied.






