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The aims of the course were to:

Raise cultural awareness of diverse Literatures in English

Engage creatively with 3rd year English students and secondary schools and colleges in Southampton

Promote the employability and initiate the professionalism of students through school placements in the following ways:

     By encouraging independence and original thinking

     Strengthening skills in problem solving

     Helping to develop confidence

     Developing classroom and management skills

The students took part in weekly seminars during which classroom management and teaching strategies were introduced alongside creative writing workshops through a range of international literature, in the first instance Caribbean and Black British Literature. The students were also encouraged to source literatures from across the world.

We aimed to develop their skills in teaching as well as in other employment fields they might choose to enter, fields such as marketing, public relations, the media, and management: positions where creativity and cultural awareness are as important as professional competence.

The focus on International Writing follows a continuing need to reflect an increasingly culturally diverse society. (One secondary school in Walsall where I recently ran Black History workshops has 60 different language speakers within the school! Southampton itself has a large Asian and increasingly rising Polish population.)

There is a vital need to meet these transitions in British Society by continuing to re-address the canon of Literatures in English, and it’s important that educationalists have an informed base from which to provide this essential learning. The International Writing Course hoped therefore to raise cultural awareness in all the groups we would be working with: students, children and teachers.

Considering the length of time that Caribbeans have lived in this country,  the high level of available and emerging Black British Literature, and the fact that poets John Agard and Grace Nichols have been included on the syllabus for several years, there is still not enough familiarity with either Caribbean or Black British Literature amongst students. As a freelance writer I have been involved in running creative writing workshops for several years and have found little evidence of any knowledge or awareness of these literatures, apart from some knowledge of slavery. Even amongst 3rd year English students over the past two years, only two from a group of 40 had heard (or said they had!) of Derek Walcott, Kamau Brathwaite and Linton Kwesi Johnson. None of them remembered Agard or Nichols. As well as a myriad of reasons for this, (including the general question how much do we remember of what we study at school!?) Poetry as a subject is one. Despite the high level of poetic activity nationally, everyone still seems scared of poetry! In my recent work in the Birmingham area I was surprised to find that young people were not even familiar with the term ‘Spoken Word’, had never had a poet in school, and had not heard of Benjamin Zephaniah.

The work I had to do therefore, was right across the board: from introducing ‘new’ literatures to and through my students, to the children and young people they would be working with.

Almost all the students were nervous of their placements, and understandably so; although some of them had been part of the Ambassadors Scheme, and had helped out in schools, none of them had taken a class, and certainly not a full-blown project extending over 7-8 weeks.

So as well as turning them on to a variety of new literatures, and frightening them with Poetry, boosting their confidence was an important part of the seminars. Preparation was the Key, I advised them; Lesson Planning vital, and having alternative ideas up their sleeves as vital. There would always be children needing alternative approaches, always be elements of behavioural issues sent to plague that perfect execution of your carefully planned Lesson.

My seminars consisted of short lectures, readings and discussions, listening, writing and performance-based activities, and proposals of ways of transferring the activities to young people. I also included  creative writing activities, which surprised the students who did not realise they were expected to write as well! But I think its very important for teachers to have practiced the exercise they want their pupils to do - how else can they understand the problems a child can have? I also think that creative practise can impact on the teacher in several beneficial ways.( I’ll never forget one teacher in Essex asking me how teachers can give Imagination to a child!) Prior to the beginning of the course, I had also initiated a creative writing workshop for teachers, which had proved a successful and creative way of introducing the project.

The schools mostly consisted of secondary school children from year 7 upwards, but there were also two colleges involved, which obviously necessitated a more adult approach. Those teaching students placed in colleges showed a good awareness of that age difference, and offered a wide variety of writing to their groups, including Salman Rushdie and Linton Kwesi Johnson. There was some tension between some of the students who felt that those working in colleges had more of an ‘easy ride’ as the students were easier to work with. Working in secondary schools was more demanding; some of the students had problems which included having to deal with behavioural issues and lack of teacher support. Although those issues were not meant to be part of their workshops, and I advised liasing with classroom teachers, and awareness of school policy, I did re-iterate that teaching is not solely about standing in front of a class, and there will always be problems which need to be solved; as a creative practitioner I always find out in advance about special needs students, and where it is possible, seek ways of involving those students in the activity.

The texts we used were selected specifically for these key elements: Voice, Dialect, Place, Creative approaches, Subversion, Performance Poetry, use of the Body (Colonised or other), Themes of Paradise, and contemporary issues of Travel/Tourism, Race and Migration.

I broke these themes down under headings such as Reggae Poetry, Ancestors, and Travel Writing, themes easily transferable into work for schools.

Our first lesson was based on a poem of mine ‘Paradise’ Fruit’ (see Notes), in which a holiday in St Lucia became a nightmare when I foolishly ate and offered to my family, a poisonous fruit, manchineel. I brought into the seminar supporting resources on the theme of Paradise - holiday brochures, photographs, and music, and we discussed the poem and took part in a creative writing exercise in which students were asked to write ten lines each on the positive and negative aspects of holidays eg

            the blue of the sea, the white of the sand

            sandflies, sunburn, too much rum and coke

Several students used this exercise in their classes, and extended the activity by sourcing their own images and music, bringing in Caribbean fruit and involving the children in writing senses poems. Their work provided a fun activity for the children, showed initiative, helped to develop their confidence, and impressed the teachers.

Through the poetry of the late Jamaican poet Michael Smith we learnt about Jamaican politics, cultural representation, and the determination of the Caribbean, Carnivalesque spirit. Smith’s refrain ‘an I ban mih belly an I bawl’ from his poem I Cyaan Believe it imprints on the imagination whether it is read or heard, and who would not be horrified to learn of the poet stoned to death, the proverbial martyred prophet? This was another Jamaica to the one in the tourist brochures. If any student teacher could see the link between Smith and an angry black British boy I would have done my job.

We looked at the poetry of Linton Kwesi Johnson, poet and activist, looked at the way he arranged the words on the page, the imaginative use of spelling; and listened to him in performance. Several of the students were drawn to his work, and one in  particular thanked me for bringing him to his attention. A pair of students used Johnson’s work, backed up with a Youtube performance in class, and asked children to write their own experience, incorporating the way they spoke into their poem.

Contemporary Re-writing

With their knowledge of the music scene, all the students are aware of cross cultural aspects, but not many had thought about the way this is apparent in writing. With this in mind I brought in a cd by The Imagined Village which is comprised of a group of international musicians including Martin and Eliza Carthy and the poet Benjamin Zephaniah. In one of the tracks, ‘Tam Lin’ , Zephaniah re-imagines the old folk ballad Tam Lin and the tale of love and transformation is contemporised through references to drug culture, and refugees. As well as listening to the music, the students read lyrics by Fairport Convention, and took part in a writing exercise in which they themselves re-imagined a folk-tale or figure - again, an easily transferable activity in schools.

Although the majority of schools and teachers were very supportive of our students, some students did encounter problems during their placements:

- some teachers left them to run their classes by themselves

- some classes were left in the library under the busy eye of the librarian

- one teacher was even disdainful of the topic ‘Creative Writing’. I    

  myself listened with horror as she said that Creative Writing was wasted   

  on ‘her’ children, and they would be better off in their English classes.

But on the whole most of the teachers were extremely supportive and open to ideas. Many admitted that the syllabus did not leave them room for original Creative Writing, and in the few cases that did, the session comprised of students re-writing a given text. In several cases it appeared to be important to have a teacher who was very committed to CW; King’s School at Winchester being a case in point.

There were a couple of instances which tested our students’ managerial roles, where they were forced to take the initiative: one student had to round up her class herself, retrieving them from the playground and elsewhere; another had to manage a fight that broke out in the classroom between an English and a Polish girl, in the absence of a teacher. Both students in these cases managed the situation with resolve, took control and gained confidence, all skills which prove the value of their apprenticeship in the classroom as workplace.

The students were assessed through seminar presentations and reflective journals. The presentations gave the students an opportunity to test out their ideas and learn from each other - what did or didn’t work, what could be improved, and how. Some students showed great resourcefulness by sourcing innovative and educational teaching aids eg examples of Aboriginal writing, supported by background information about early displaced Aboriginal children. Other presentations were sometimes staid - poems would be produced (not enough copies, not always contemporary) read through, and the class (us) asked to respond, all in 10 minutes. I had advised that each presentation should aim to teach us something new and creative an activity around it.

Another problem that arose with the students was their tendency sometimes to forget the serious issues contained in the poems, as everyone got carried away eating mangoes and listening to Bob Marley. During the first year of the fellowship, funds were available for me to be present at least once during the teaching of each student in school, and I was able to pick up on ways of delivery and focus, and points such as stereotyping. I had to remind students of their Aims, and make sure that their work was in context. A sketch on Robinson Crusoe, for instance, inspired by a poem by Trinidadian poet John Lyons, metamorphosed into a game show on a deserted island, lots of fun, but I had to remind them of the character Friday, and the absence of the post-colonial. 

Another problem that arose was that on the whole most of them did tend to use ideas given in the seminar, and didn’t extend their research beyond the Caribbean. Perhaps they felt safe doing so, they had initially felt apprehensive at going into school, and may have been fearful of doing something untested in a setting that some of them had not long left - the classroom.

The Reflective Journals were meant to illustrate the journey the students had made, and they were free to write these in any style they chose - either as a report, or in diary form. They were asked to include examples of Lesson Plans, resulting children’s work, and list resources they had used, and reasons for selecting these. They were also encouraged to be honest about problems they had encountered, and how they had been solved. Whilst these provided a true report of their placements, there were differences in the quality of content, presentation, and evidence of original thinking. Not enough students introduced debate into their analysis, most likely because they were so caught up in their placements, and rushed to finish their journal close to the deadline. The Assignment Guidelines were modelled on a unit designed by Dr. Paul Cooper, and the journals were marked in a similar way as any English assignment. 

From the students themselves, in assessing the course, the key words that arose were ‘confidence’, ‘assertiveness’, ‘skills’ and ‘gaining experience’.

Others were ‘organization’, ‘patience’ ‘time-management’ and ‘public speaking’.

Comments included ‘valuable experience of teacher training’ and

‘The children were very responsive both with questions and in their own work. It’s great to generate this sort of interest.’

Many of the students went on to full-time teacher training and one was immediately offered a job at the school where she had been placed. Even those who had not yet decided, felt that the course had been invaluable.

The course will be running again in 2010 and some of the improvements I intend to make are to widen the range of literature and genre, and encourage original research from the students. I plan to involve them more actively in seminars, and encourage well-defined projects in their placements. We also plan to chart, if possible, the career paths of the students. 

Maggie Harris
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