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Abstract: What is an "English Feast"? You can't see it or smell it because it's a feast for the ears and, through them, the soul. It's poetic language - that is, language that has great aural and emotional appeal. By using poetic language in the form of nursery rhymes, counting-out rhymes, tongue-twisters and stories which feature musical language in our children's English lessons, we can make pure enjoyment of sound the entry-point of a learning activity. Enjoyment is healthy, motivating and it enhances learning, especially for children who learn through their senses and through experience rather than through abstract thinking.

Why focus on poetic language?

If we focus only on English for communication (that is, spoken and practical English), the language we use in our lessons becomes oversimplified and bland because we limit the English we give our students according to what they can or cannot understand, can or cannot say. But a focus on playing in/with the language and on enjoying the language without worrying about meaning and correctness enhances children's ability to cope with language they can't fully understand. This ability to cope with ambiguity links up to the ability to take risks, to be adventurous, to be creative, to not mind making mistakes and to use the language (even imperfectly).

Also, poetic language activities are often non-competitive and non-judgmental, so each child can enjoy the activities at his or her own level in a stress-free way. Enjoying tasty English, especially silliness, craziness, and nonsense can lead to an enjoyment of life and experiencing a sense of possibility in the moment and hope for the future. After all, isn't this what education should do—enhance and enrich lives?

A quick quiz: 

How many of these "snippets" of children's poetic English can you complete? Say what comes next:

1. Hey diddle ...
2. Rub-a-dub...
3. Wee Willie...

4. Diddle diddle...

5. Higgledy...
6. Humpty... *Star light...

7. Hickory dickory...

8. Doctor Foster...
9. Eeny, Meeny...
10. Fee, Fi, Fo, Fum...

11. Mirror, mirror on the wall...

How can we incorporate tasty language into our children's English lessons?

· Counting-out rhymes for deciding who goes first or who is IT for games and other activities. Two counting out rhymes were introduced and practiced with the help of volunteers:


ABCDEFG, HIJKLMN, OPQRSTU are out!



Acca bacca soda cracker, acca bacca boo, acca bacca soda cracker, out goes you!

· Stories, for quiet enjoyment together or as lead-ons to other games and activities. Many picture books which feature interesting and appealing language were on display. A Mother Goose story which features an exciting build-up of rhythm was introduced and recited together:


An old woman was sweeping her house, and she found a little crooked sixpence. She took the sixpence to market and bought a little pig. As she was coming home with the pig, she came to a stile, but the pig would not go over the stile.


She went a little farther, and she met a dog. So she said to the dog, "Dog, dog, bite pig! Pig won't get over the stile and I shan't get home tonight." But the dog would not.


She went a little farther, and she met a stick. So she said to the stick, "Stick, stick, beat dog! Dog won't bite pig, pig won't get over the stile and I shan't get home tonight." But the stick would not.


She went a little farther and she met a fire. So she said to the fire, "Fire, fire, burn stick! Stick won't beat dog, dog won't bite pig, pig won't get over the stile and I shan't get home tonight." But the fire would not.


She went a little farther and she met some water. So she said to the water, "Water, water, quench fire! Fire won't burn stick, stick won't beat dog, dog won't bite pig, pig won't get over the stile and I shan't get home tonight." But the water would not.


She went a little farther and she met an ox. So she said to the ox, "Ox, ox, drink water! Water won't quench fire, fire won't burn stick, stick won't beat dog, dog won't bite pig, pig won't get over the stile and I shan't get home tonight." But the ox would not.


She went a little farther and she met a butcher. So she said to the butcher, "Butcher, butcher, kill ox! Ox won't drink water, water won't quench fire, fire won't burn stick, stick won't beat dog, dog won't bite pig, pig won't get over the stile and I shan't get home tonight." But the butcher would not.


She went a little farther and she met a rope. So she said to the rope, "Rope, rope, hang butcher! Butcher won't kill ox, ox won't drink water, water won't quench fire, fire won't burn stick, stick won't beat dog, dog won't bite pig, pig won't get over the stile and I shan't get home tonight." But the rope would not.


She went a little farther and she met a rat. So she said to the rat, "Rat, rat, gnaw rope! Rope won't hang butcher, butcher won't kill ox, ox won't drink water, water won't quench fire, fire won't burn stick, stick won't beat dog, dog won't bite pig, pig won't get over the stile and I shan't get home tonight." But the rat would not.


She went a little farther and she met a cat. So she said to the cat, "Cat, cat, kill rat! Rat won't gnaw rope, rope won't hang butcher, butcher won't kill ox, ox won't drink water, water won't quench fire, fire won't burn stick, stick won't beat dog, dog won't bite pig, pig won't get over the stile and I shan't get home tonight." 

The cat said, "If you give me a saucer of milk, I will kill the rat."


So the old woman gave the cat a saucer of milk. 

The cat drank the milk and when it had finished, the cat began to kill the rat, the rat began to gnaw the rope, the rope began to hang the butcher, the butcher began to kill the ox, the ox began to drink the water, the water began to quench the fire, the fire began to burn the stick, the stick began to beat the dog, the dog began to bite the pig, the pig went over the stile and the old woman got home that night!

It was suggested that a karuta game could be made using pictures of a pig, a dog, a stick, a fire, water, an ox, a butcher, a rope, a rat, a cat, and a saucer of milk. There would be several copies of each picture. A karuta game could be played with the reader reading lines from the story and the players snapping pictures of what they hear. For example, on hearing "ox, ox, drink water!" they would pick up pictures of an ox and of water. Of course, word cards could also be used.

Phonics through Poetry

Poetic language can also be used as material for card games, Bingo games and other recognition games, through which children can naturally and painlessly pick up reading techniques.

A tongue-twister was introduced:


"From Wibbleton to Wobbleton is fifteen miles,


From Wobbleton to Wibbleton is fifteen miles,


From Wibbleton to Wobbleton, from Wobbleton to Wibbleton,


From Wibbleton to Wobbleton is fifteen miles."

It was suggested that a game could be created using two signs in the classroom, one saying Wibbleton and the other saying Wobbleton. Children could ask a person who is IT, "Where are you going?" and IT would answer, "I'm going to Wobbleton." Then all the children would run to the sign saying "Wobbleton." The game could of course be extended to include other towns with names like "Wabbleton", "Weebleton", "Woobleton" and so on to give opportunities for children to experience the sound/letter connection of many vowels and vowel combinations.

A famous nursery rhyme was introduced:


Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall,


Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.


All the king's horses and all the king's men


Couldn't put Humpty together again.
The presentation concluded with participants playing a Bingo game using words that end with the ther sound, as in together: bother, feather, gather, father, mother, brother, leather, other, weather, zither.

Easier Bingo games could use words like all, ball, call, fall, hall, mall, small, tall, wall with Humpty Dumpty as a theme song.
