Plays, Poetry, Fluency and the Common Core: Lesson Frameworks that Engage Your Ell Students

Patricia M Cunningham, Wake Forest University

Poetry  Lesson 
Most of the lesson templates described in this book have focused on helping students build strategies for comprehending text when they are reading silently.  Learning to read aloud with phrasing and expression is also an important goal and helps students develop fluency and confidence.  Plays and poetry are the obvious media for reading aloud.  Much of the enjoyment of poetry comes from the way it sounds—the rhythm, rhyme, repeated sounds, words and phrases.   As children reread verses of poems to get the phrasing just right, they are getting the repeated reading practice they need to develop reading fluency.  This chapter will suggest a sequence of activities you can lead students of any age through that will help them learn to enjoy and interpret poetry and engaged in meaningful repeated reading.

There are many wonderful poems you can use with children.  You can access these poems in books and on the internet.  You can find poems to tie in with your science and social studies units and there are also wonderful poems to help students learn and practice math concepts.   In this chapter, I will describe a lesson template you can use adapt to teach your students to read, understand and enjoy poetry.

Echo Reading

Echo reading is the natural way to begin poetry with your children because it gives you the chance to model how the poetry should sound.  But, first you need to make sure your students know what an echo is.  If need be, take them to a location in or near your school where they can hear an echo.  If there is no location near you where your children can hear an echo, you can find videos on the internet and hear these virtual echoes.   The important thing is for your students to understand that the echo sounds exactly like voice it is echoing.  For the first lessons, use some familiar poetry such as nursery rhymes or other chants your students are familiar with.  

Make sure your students can see a copy of what you are reading because you want them to focus on expressive oral reading—not just speaking.  You can project something from the internet or make individual copies for your students.  Some teachers like to use several poems each week and have students add these to their own personal poetry anthology. At the end of the year, everyone takes home a book of 100 plus poems they can read and reread over the summer.

Echo Reading-Line by Line

Begin the echo reading by reading one line at a time to your students and then signal your students to echo the reading of that sentence.    Five Little Monkeys works perfectly for this line by line echo reading and children of all ages enjoy reading it with you.

Five Little Monkeys

Five little monkeys jumping on the bed.

One fell off and bumped his head.

Momma called the doctor and the doctor said

“No more monkeys jumping on the bed!”

Four little monkeys jumping on the bed.

One fell off and bumped his head.

Momma called the doctor and the doctor said,

“No more monkeys jumping on the bed!”

Three little monkeys jumping on the bed.

One fell off and bumped his head.

Momma called the doctor and the doctor said,

“No more monkeys jumping on the bed!”

Two little monkeys jumping on the bed.

One fell off and bumped his head.

Momma called the doctor and the doctor said,

“No more monkeys jumping on the bed!”

One little monkey jumping on the bed.

He fell off and bumped his head.

Momma called the doctor and the doctor said,

“No more monkeys jumping on the bed!”

No little monkeys jumping on the bed.

None fell off and bumped his head.

Momma called the doctor and the doctor said,

“Put those monkeys back in bed!”

Talk about the Poem and Build Meaning for Words and Phrases

For this familiar poem, there is probably not a lot of talk and meaning-building required.  For poems that are new to your students, you will want to talk with them about the poem, help them figure out what the poem is saying and build meaning for unfamiliar words and phrases. 

Arrange Groups and do Several Choral Readings
When you have echo read the poem one time, talked about the poem and built meaning as necessary, have your students count off according to the number of stanzas in the poem—in this case six.  Arrange them in six groups and have each group read one stanza.  When the whole poem has been read the first time, compliment all your students on their “performance.” Point out any group that did a particularly good job of reading their stanza with expression and ask them to read their stanza again.  Continue reading and rereading the poem, switching each time which group begins until all groups have had a chance to read all the stanzas.  

Echo Reading One Stanza at a Time

When your students develop skill at echoing your voice one line at a time, increase the amount they echo to a whole stanza.  Use poems with relatively short stanzas when you first make the switch from line by line echo reading to stanza by stanza echo reading.

The squirrel

Whisky, frisky,

Hippety hop,

Up he goes

To the tree top.

Whirly, twirly,

Round and round,

Down he scampers

To the ground.

Furly, curly

What a tail!

Tall as a feather

Broad as a sail!

Where’s his supper?

In the shell,

Snappity, crackity, 

Out it fell.

Talk about the Poem and Build Meaning for Words and Phrases

Poems put words together in different ways.  Don’t assume your students know what is happening in a poem even though it is obvious to you.  For this poem, lead your students to describe what is happening in each stanza.

In the first stanza, the squirrel is going up a tree.  Ask students if they have ever seen a squirrel going up a tree.  How does he climb? Get students to describe how a squirrel climbs so quickly, it almost looks like he is flying.  Help your students to see how the rhyming words “whisky, frisky” help them picture how fast the squirrel is climbing.  (If your students are unfamiliar with squirrels, you may want to show them a quick video.  I found several on YouTube.)

The second stanza describes how he comes down the tree.  The rhyming words “whirly, twirly”  and scampers help you visualize his descent.

The third stanza compares the “furly, curly” tail to a feather and a sail.”  Have your students show you with their hands how tall and broad the tail is.  Many students will be unfamiliar with the meaning of the word” broad.” Help them figure out that since “tall” refers to the height of the feather, “broad” must refer to its width.  

The final stanza is a big cryptic but lead your students to figure out that he has found a nut and have them imagine the “snappity, crackity sound it makes when he cracks it with his sharp teeth.   

Finally, before proceeding to choral reading, help your students analyze the form of the poem.  It has four stanzas.  In addition to the rhyming words within the sentences. the last word in the second and last line of each stanza rhyme.  Have them identify and pronounce the rhyming words—hop, top; round, ground; tail, sail; shell, fell.

Choral Reading

Have students count off by 4’s and arrange themselves with their groups.  Have the poem read chorally four times, alternating which group begins the reading each time and making sure everyone gets to read each stanza.  After the first (and perhaps second) choral reading, point out a group whose “performance” was quite expressive and ask that group to read its stanza one more time.  
Planning and Teaching Poetry Lessons
Planning a Poetry Lesson
Find a poem that will appeal to your students and that most of they will be able to read independently and fluently after engaging in the echo and choral readings.  (When possible, choose a poem that connects to a holiday or a math, science or social studies unit you are working on.) Decide what vocabulary and inferences you will need to help your students figure out so that they can understand and enjoy the poem.  Decide what elements of the poem—rhyme, alliteration, simile, metaphor, form—you want your students to notice. 
Teaching a Poetry Lesson
1. Display the poem so that everyone can see it or give everyone an individual copy of the poem.  
2. Lead the students in an echo reading of the poem.  For the first several lessons (or poems with long lines or long stanzas), conduct the echo-reading line-by-line.   When students can echo the lines, have students echo vour voice stanza by stanza.   Remind your students that that an echo sounds exactly like the voice it is echoing.
3. Lead your students to talk about what each stanza of the poem says.  Understanding poems requires a lot of inferencing.  Poems seldom state facts in a literal way.  The poem does not tell you he found a nut and cracked it.  In fact, the word nut is never used.  Have your students figure out what each stanza means and explain how they figured it out.

4. Help students build and clarify meanings for unfamiliar words or familiar words used with a different meaning in the poem
5. Have students notice distinctive features of the poem and use appropriate words—, stanzas, rhyme, alliteration, simile, metaphor and others—to describe the poem.
6. Have students count off according to the number of stanzas and arrange themselves together by number.  Have each group chorally read one stanza of the poem.  After the first reading, compliment everyone on their performance and signal out a group or two that did a particularly expressive reading to read their stanza once more.

7. Continue the choral reading until every group has had a chance to read every stanza.

8. If your students are creating personal poetry anthologies, have them place the poem in their notebook and encourage them to reread poems when they have time and illustrate them if they choose.
CCSS Standards in a Poetry Lesson

Understanding poetry always requires analysis to figure out what the poem is saying.  When you lead them in a stanza-by-stanza discussion of each stanza, you are helping them pay attention to what the text says and figure out what it means.  Poetry also contains words and phrases which may be unfamiliar to your students or which are used in a figurative way.  Poetry provides you with a wonderful opportunity to work with all your students to sharpen their inferencing and detecting word-meaning strategies.     
Reading Standard 1:  Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it; cite textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text. (anchor)

Reading Standard 4:  Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, including determining technical, connotative and figurative meanings and analyze how specific word choices shape meaning or tone. (anchor)

Reading Foundational Standards 4b:  Read on-level prose and poetry orally with accuracy, appropriate rate and expression on successive readings. 

Reading Standard 5, Literature:  Refer to parts of stories, dramas, and poems when writing or speaking about a text, using terms such as chapter, scene and stanza; describe how each successive part build on earlier sections. (3rd )  

Reading Standard 5, Literature:  Explain major differences between poems, drama, and prose and refer to the structural elements of poems and drama when writing or speaking about a text. (4th)
Reading Standard 5, Literature:  Explain how a series of chapters, scenes, or stanzas fits together to provide the overall structure of a particular story, drama or poem.. (5th )
Language Standard 4
Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases by using context clues, analyzing meaningful word parts, and consulting general and specialized reference materials, as appropriate. (anchor)
Language Standard 5

Demonstrate understanding of word relationships and nuances in word meanings. (2nd and 3rd)

Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and nuances in word meanings. (4th and 5th)

Plays Lesson
The previous chapter described a lesson framework for poetry.  Children can learn to enjoy, understand and read plays using similar activities.   

Echo Reading

Because reading with appropriate phrasing and expression is as important to plays as it is to poetry, begin the play lesson by having students echo your voice.  Depending on the age of your students and the lengths of the speaking part for each character, you may want to do the echo reading sentence by sentence or part by part.  Be sure your students understand what an echo is and how the echo sounds exactly like the voice it is echoing. (See previous chapter for how to teach students what an echo sounds like.)

Choose a play that is not too long and echo read the entire play.  For this example, I have rewritten a familiar story, The Little Red Hen, in play format and divided it into five scenes. 
The Little Red Hen

Characters:  Little red hen, dog, cat, duck, narrator

Scene One

Narrator:  Once upon a time a dog, a cat, a duck and a little red hen all lived together on a farm.  One day the little red hen found a grain of wheat.  She decided to plant the wheat and she asked her friends to help.

Little Red Hen:  Good morning friends. Look at the grain of wheat I found. I am going to plant it and grow a wheat plant.  Who will help me plant the wheat?

Narrator: The dog and the cat and the duck were all running around playing and they didn’t want to stop playing to help.

Dog:  Not I!

Cat:  Not I!

Duck:  Not I!

Little Red Hen:  Well then I will just plant it myself!

Scene Two

Narrator: In a few weeks the wheat grain grew into a big plant.  The little red hen asked her friends to help her harvest the wheat.

Little Red Hen:  Good morning friends.  Look at the tall wheat plant.  Who will help me harvest the wheat?

Dog:  Not I!

Cat:  Not I!

Duck:  Not I!

Little Red Hen:  Well then I will just harvest it myself!

Scene Three

Narrator: After she harvested the wheat, she needed to take it to the mill to be ground into flour.

Little Red Hen:  Good morning friends.  I am going to the mill to get the wheat ground into flour.  Who will help me carry the wheat?

Dog:  Not I!

Cat:  Not I!

Duck:  Not I!

Little Red Hen:  Well then I will just carry it to the mill myself!

Scene Four

Narrator: The little red hen came back with a sack of flour.  She asked her friends for help again.

Little Red Hen.  Good afternoon friends.  I am going to bake bread with this flour.  Who will help me bake the bread?

Dog:  Not I!

Cat:  Not I!

Duck:  Not I!

Little Red Hen:  Well then I will just bake it myself!

Scene Five

Narrator: The little red hen made the break and put it in the oven to bake.  When the bread was done, she took it outside to show her friends.

Little Red Hen.  Good evening friends.  Look at this beautiful loaf of bread.  Who will help me eat this bread?

Dog:  I will!

Cat:  I will!

Duck:  I will!

Little Red Hen:  I don’t think so.  I did all the work and you wouldn’t help me.  My baby chicks and I are going to eat all this bread.

Narrator:  The dog and the cat and the duck were very sad and they decided that they next time the little red hen asked for help, they would help her so they could share in what she made.

Talk about the Poem and Build Meaning for Words and Phrases

After echo reading the play, help students to think about the form of the play.  This play has a narrator and four characters. Help them to understand that the narrator tells what is happening but is not really a character in the play.  Talk about what each character is feeling and have them reread some of the lines to show the emotion by the way they say the words.

Point out the different scenes and help students notice that the scenes happen at different times.  The scenes in a play show the order or sequence in which the action takes place.  Draw a simple time line on the board and have students summarize what happens in each scene. As you help them summarize each scene, talk about any unfamiliar words or phrases.  For this simple play, unfamiliar concepts  may include harvest, mill, and ground into flour.  Write their summary next to the appropriate scene.

Scene 1
Scene 2
Scene 3
Scene 4
Scene 5

	LRH plants wheat.  No one will help.
	LRH harvests wheat.  No one will help.
	LRH carries  wheat to mill.  No one will help.
	LRH bakes bread.  No one will help.
	LRH and chicks eat bread.  Cat, dog and duck get none.


Choral Reading

Arrange your students into groups of five, making sure to have some able readers and some struggling readers in each group. Give each child a sticky note on which you have written the role they will have in the play; assign more able readers to the role of narrator and little red hen and less able readers to the roles of cat, dog and duck.  (If you have extra children, distribute them across the groups and have two children in a group play the same role.)  

Have the groups read the play together twice.  Then assemble for class for a choral reading.  For this reading, have children stand together with the other children that have the same part. You will have a narrators group, a group of little red hens, and groups of cats, ducks and dogs.  Have them read the play chorally—with each group reading its assigned part.  

Writing Plays

After you have done several plays with your students, you may want them to write a play.  Choose some stories your students are familiar with and have them work together to adapt them into plays.  Before they write these plays, have them revisit the plays they have done and talk about the roles of the characters and the narrator.  Have them notice that the narrator tells what is happening or about to happen and the characters say their parts.  As they are rereading the familiar stories, they should think about what the narrator needs to tell and what the characters can say.  They also need to think about the settings and make new scenes when the place or time changes.  Once the plays are written, let each group read its play for the entire class. 
Planning and Teaching Play Lessons

Planning a Plays Lesson

Choose a play that your students will enjoy doing and that has several characters and a narrator.  If the play does not designate the scenes, you may want to divide the play into scenes.  Decide which words and phrases your students may be unfamiliar with and which you will need to help them build meanings for after the initial echo reading.

Teaching a Plays Lesson
9. Display the play so that everyone can see it or give everyone an individual copy of the play.  

10. Lead the students in an echo reading of the play.  Depending on the age of your students and the lengths of the sentences and parts, you may want to do the echo reading sentence by sentence or part by part.

11. After the echo reading, lead your students in a discussion of the play.  Have them identify what the narrators and characters do and say.  Talk about how the characters are feeling and have them reread the characters lines with expression that shows that emotion.  

12. Draw attention to the scenes in the play and what is happening in each scene. Help students build and clarify meanings for unfamiliar words or phrases as you talk about each scene.  Draw a timeline and help students construct a brief summary of what is happening in each scene. This visual display helps students see that a scene shows a change in the time or place of the action. 

13. Put students in groups to read the play together.  Designate which role each student should read, giving longer parts to more able readers and shorter parts to less able readers.  Have the groups read the play together twice to “rehearse” for the whole class choral performance.

14. Assemble the class and group the students together who have the same roles.  Have them read the play, with all the children assigned the same role reading that part chorally.

15. To connect reading and writing and to help them solidity their understanding of narrators, characters, dialogue and scenes, have groups of students adapt a familiar story into a play.  Once the play is written, have the group that wrote the play read the play for the entire class. 

CCSS Standards in a Plays Lesson

Children love plays and you can capitalize on their affinity for plays to provide them with the repeated reading practice required to build reading fluency and self-confidence.  As you lead the children to analyze the emotions of the characters so that they can read the part with the appropriate expression, you are teaching them how to infer characters feelings and motivations.   As you engage your students in reading plays, you are helping them meet these ELA standards.

Reading Standard 1:  Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences from it; cite textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text. (anchor)

Reading Foundational Standards 4b:  Read on-level prose and poetry orally with accuracy, appropriate rate and expression on successive readings. 

Reading Standard 5, Literature:  Refer to parts of stories, dramas, and poems when writing or speaking about a text, using terms such as chapter, scene and stanza; describe how each successive part build on earlier sections. (3rd )  

Reading Standard 5, Literature:  Explain major differences between poems, drama, and prose and refer to the structural elements of poems and drama when writing or speaking about a text. (4th)

Reading Standard 5, Literature:  Explain how a series of chapters, scenes, or stanzas fits together to provide the overall structure of a particular story, drama or poem.. (5th )

Language Standard 4

Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases by using context clues, analyzing meaningful word parts, and consulting general and specialized reference materials, as appropriate. (anchor)
