The Photo-Poem and Other Media Poetry Projects for ESL

Eric J. Slavin

Alamance Community College

Lesson I

Objectives:
· To provide the student with an opportunity to domesticate English for him/herself.

· To generate a sense of identity with English. 

· To focus on grammar and pronunciation in the students’ poetry.

· To provide a performance space for the student’s poetry.

· To give physical data evidence of student’s improvement in pronunciation.

· To lower the inhibition level surrounding the learning of a new language.

Activities:

Warm-up activity:  Be the “sacrificial lamb” and share a poem of your own.  If you are not a poet, choose a work (in English) from your favorite poet.

Introduce native material:  If students wish, they may share a poem in their 1st language.  Possibly, if you know the students’ 1st languages, help to translate their poems into English

Prepare students to write:  Tell the students that they will be writing their own poems!  Toward that end, begin with class brainstorming on words that are dear to the heart.

You may further prompt the exercise of creating word images by sharing examples from contemporary or other poetry that use certain common techniques. In this, work to get the students to generate similar questions or statements.  I used a quote from Baudelaire, who called poetry, “The enemy of sleep,” and death, “The brother of sleep.”

One may, if one wishes, structure this activity around riddles, such as—for example—the riddle of the Sphinx from Oedipus Rex (“What has four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three legs in the evening?”  The answer: a human being.)
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Draw a Sphinx on the board, and imagine that the Sphinx is asking Baudelaire’s question, “Who is the enemy of sleep?”  (Some students have answered, “an argument with my spouse.”)  “Who is the brother of sleep?” (One student answered, “the pillow.”)

Make a two-column chart on the board like the one on the following page.

	On one side of the board, make a big list of immortal poetic words

	On the other side of the board, review the names for the family members



	Column A
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love 

death 

ignorance 

envy

lust

happiness

peace

laughter

sadness

illusion

innocence

mercy

sleep

vanity
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time

childishness

ambition

tranquility

joy

water

fire

earth

air

etc.
	Column B

sister

brother

father

mother

uncle

nephew

niece

grandfather

grandmother

twin brother/sister

grandchild

granddaughter

child

daughter

son

mother

etc.


Then play “The Riddle of the Sphinx”, forming unanswerable poetic questions for the enhancement one another’s bafflement and bewilderment with life.  Draw a line from one column (“Column B: the ‘family’ words) to the other column (“Column A: the ‘feeling’ words.)

The questions and answers you get from students will amaze and instruct you!

· For example, one student asked, “Who is the mother of love?” and another answered, “Illusion is the mother of love.”

· "Who is the daughter of time?” one student asks…Another student answered...”Work is the daughter of time.”  

· You ask, “Who is the twin sister of sadness?”  Another laughs, and says, “Laughter is the twin sister of sadness.” 

This exercise models questions and answers questions in English grammatically, and in a way that is pertinent to life.  It can be done after a unit on family, and after a unit on forming questions with to be.  This is all to pique the interest of the students to participate in the project of writing their own poems, and of combining them with visual and possibly audio media.

Expand the Options.  Introduce the idea of combining poetry with photography and other media.  Be prepared with samples of your own photo-poems, and share them with the class.

Ask students to bring a photograph of themselves or of something important to them when they come to class next.  You may wish to center the photos for the project around a certain theme, such as: home, family, happiness, or an equally broad idea. 

Further Activities:
Provide the students with time in the classroom to write their own poems.  You may decide to allow a student to write first in their native language, and then to translate the poem into English a) later at home, or b) with another classmate, or c) with you during class or break time.

Materials Required: 

Digital camera (to take pictures of the students) or pictures the students have given you to be scanned, a scanner, a color printer, Photoshop Elements or another Photoshop-type program (i.e., Correll Draw), and—if you wish to document pronunciation improvements—a digital recorder with USB connection for the making of a CD.

Lesson II

Objectives: 
· To give students more time to work on their poems.

· Review grammar:  expressing opinions (I think, I feel, etc.,) and to point-spot grammar difficulties in the process of helping the student to iron out the poem for print.  Work with each of the students, individually, helping them according to their level of English and comfort in the target language. 

· New vocabulary:  If you haven’t played the “Riddle of the Sphinx” game, now is a good time to do that, or to continue it, and to teach “feeling” vocabulary. 

· New grammatical structure:  Forming “to be” questions, using Wh-question words, and answering questions with new vocabulary.

· The point is to not drop the torch of the student’s inspiration to write, whether you prompt their writing with the exercise in the previous class or at the beginning of this one.

· Help the students to identify their theme.

· To give the students the opportunity to recite their poems in front of the class or sitting down.

Activities:
Warm-up activity:  Play charades, using common feeling words.  How are you feeling today?  Well, I’m feeling…(sad, happy, etc.).  Use mime techniques to demonstrate how you are feeling, and have the students guess.  Have students open their ESL books to the beginning pages, where the feelings are usually presented, or use the Oxford English Picture Dictionary.  Have students then mime feelings, consulting a textbook or workbook or dictionary, and guess what the other students are feeling.

Review and Expand:  Begin or extend “The Riddle of the Sphinx,” outlined above, using the immortal poetic words.  Ask if any are unfamiliar.  Use TPR(Total Physical Response) to demonstrate with your actions the meaning.  You may then elaborate upon the feelings elicited through the immortal poetic words.

Writing:  Give students time then to write their poems, or to work on them further.

Photographs:  The students should have brought you photographs to be scanned by now, but if they haven’t, you may wish to save time by taking digital photographs of the students.

Practice Performance:  Those students who have finished their poems may wish to share them with the classroom.  Be sure to make a nice spectacle of yourself beforehand by sharing one of your own poems, or by reading a favorite poem, so as to lower the inhibitions around speaking in front of the classroom.

Turn over the floor to the students.  “Is there anything I should do differently before I read this again in front of the classroom?” the student should be asking him or herself.  This is the question that an editor of one’s own work must ask oneself.

Talk with the students afterwards to see if they are satisfied with their practice performance. 

Materials Required: 

Lists of new vocabulary, the Oxford English Picture Dictionary or Side by Side (for example), the students’ own poetry, a digital camera.

Your Homework as the Teacher:

You must at some point be willing and able to transfer your student’s poems into some format such as Adobe Photoshop or Illustrator, combining their poems with their photographs (those brought to you, or those you took of them).  There are a thousand different techniques in the Adobe Photoshop program, but some of them are more helpful than others.

· You may wish to cast a different colored background beneath the poem that you are pasting in the text box, which is available through the document editing software that you will be using, so as to make the text more readable.  In Adobe Photoshop Elements, this feature is available through the “New Fill Background Layer” choice in the “Layers” option in the menu tab.

· You may also wish to invert the photograph, or part of the photograph, and to write on top of the inverted background.  This feature is also available through the “Layers” option in the menu tab.  You may choose a layer, and invert part of it, etc.  It can be fun.

· But for the simplest way, you may wish to choose to make the canvas bigger than the image.  For this, you must choose, “Canvas Size” and set it to 8 1/2’’ by 11’’ and then you may re-size the image to be smaller than that.  This will give you some space—either around or below, or on top of, or on top of and below the photograph—to cut and paste the student’s poem.

You may wish to have the students type the poems out in Word before they give them to you if computers are available at the facility.  This may be educational for them, or give them practice with a computer and with typing, or point out the need for practice at a different facility on a more regular basis.  Once you have their poems in Word documents, there is a cut-and-paste feature that makes the transfer of the student’s poem to the document editing software that you will be using.

More Activities and Monitoring of Previous Activities:

Giving the students their work highlighted by the color photograph gives dignity to their efforts and engenders pride in sharing what they have done in a comfortable learning atmosphere.  Once the students have been given their photo-poems in color, you may ask them to recite them before one another.  The recitation of poems, whether written by you or by someone else, has the wonderful effect of lowering inhibitions around speaking in the target language—inhibitions that can limit the usefulness of the English the students have learned through reading, writing, and listening.  At this point, if you wish to bring a digital recorder to class, you may record their recitations and give the entire class a CD of the students’ work.

· While the student is reciting the poem that they have made, you coach them on pronunciation and help them to deliver their poems better and better.  You may have as many performances as you wish, playing the performances back to the students on the digital recorder, so that they can hear the way they sound.  A digital recorder is a great device for monitoring progress in pronunciation.  Helping your students with the pronunciation of their poems--focusing on the phonemes that proved to be difficult for them--can be a very rewarding way for you to help them to leave a legacy of beautiful speech and writings to their children and families and friends.

· You may wish to select the files that are best among those presentations which the students have done, and to burn them onto a CD that you will share with the class.  The main point of the activity is to put the language of the students into ‘color’, and to provide them with an opportunity to receive both speaking practice among their peers and pronunciation coaching that is specific to what it is that they have written and to the places where they may face difficulties.

· You may wish at some point to have one student read another student’s poem in front of the circle of students whom are gathered on that day.

· If you wish to go further along this line of work, you can make a field trip with the students to natural surroundings around the facility and pick up nature sounds from the campus of the facility.  Then with editing software (“Audacity 1.2” is sound editing software that is free as a download and effective, you may mix the natural sounds in with the recordings of the students’ poems.  You can also download mood music, or sample songs that the students give to you, and mix the sampled songs and/or the natural sounds and/or the mood music with the student’s poems for a complete course in Poetry using Mixed Media for ESL students.

Distribution of the Students’ Work

You may wish to focus your lessons around having and keeping a shop, with the ultimate goal of selling CD’s of the students’ work along with baked goods and other projects to raise money for a school-approved use.

· The simulation of a store in which things are bought, inventoried, their prices set, and then sold at the counter, (using ‘Monopoly’ money with plastic coins), can be an excellent way to provide contextualized grammar instruction, before taking the classroom’s artistic work for actual sale in the wider English-speaking public.

· Many of the students are also likely to work in stores, where the ‘dramatic’ practice in the classroom beforehand and in the actual sale of baked goods and of the CD’s later on, can be put to wider, practical use in the wider world.  

· The students’ English is daily being put to the test of cutting through difficult situations and problems, and is being sharpened on the stone of life.  And so, the language classroom can reflect the situations that we encounter day in and day out, and can be the place where we do a lot of our honing in so as to be able to face these events, the various literal entanglements of being in a new country, and of having to deal with new sets of language requirements constantly.  Life’s many multiple media require all of the language skills that we have!

Biographical Statement by the Author:
An honors graduate of Duke University in philosophy and of Manhattanville College in Education, Eric J. Slavin has published a small portion of his large volume of poetic work on the web (under a pseudonym), in small journals, and been awarded numerous small awards for his work.  He currently writes lyrics for bands, and hopefully will be coming out soon with a few tracks on a professionally produced spoken word CD from Common Touch Productions. 

Eric has taught chess to children in various public and private schools and privately to individuals over the past few years, and has taught ESL for over 6 years at various community colleges, and on a volunteer basis at different agencies that aim to help the Latino and the wider population of English learners.  At Alamance Community College, he currently teaches Adult High School, a class of mixed ESL and GED students, and Pronunciation.  The photo-poems exhibited in this volume are mainly from his pronunciation students.  

He considers himself very much to be the student of those who are in his class for instruction, and learns from them daily.
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