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Abstract 

This paper focuses on two main areas. Firstly, it aims to investigate to what extent upper 

secondary EFL students’ response to poetry corresponds with one knowledge requirement set 

by Skolverket (National Agency for Education) for English 6. Secondly, it aims to give a brief 

account of student views on specific works of poetry, rather than poetry as a genre. To collect 

material for this study an investigation of the reception of three poems was conducted in two 

upper secondary classes, one in a vocational programme and one in an academic programme. 

The three poems chosen for the purpose were "Time passes by" by Anatol Knotek, "To the 

Virgins to make much of Time" by Robert Herrick and "Cat's in the Cradle" by Harry Chapin. 

The study shows that goal fulfilment does take place through the reading of and response to 

poetry, to a certain extent. The study also indicates that the students are more inclined to 

appreciate works of poetry than the notion of poetry as a genre. Finally, the paper suggests 

that more research be done on the subject, specifically to investigate what could be developed 

in order for poetry reading to further support learning outcomes. 

Keywords: EFL, poetry, goal fulfilment, student attitudes, reading comprehension 

Sammanfattning 

Uppsatsen inriktar sig på två huvudområden. Dess syfte är dels att undersöka i hur stor 

utsträckning den respons svenska gymnasieelever ger på dikter svarar mot kunskapskrav 

uppställda av Skolverket i kursplanen för Engelska 6. Dels syftar den till att kort redogöra för 

elevers syn på några enskilda dikter, snarare än på dikter som genre. En undersökning har 

genomförts där elever från två gymnasieklasser, en från ett yrkesinriktat program och en från 

ett studieinriktat program, fått ge sin respons på tre dikter. De valda dikterna är ”Time passes 

by” av Anatol Knotek, ”To the Virgins to make much of Time” av Robert Herrick och ”Cat’s 

in the Cradle” av Harry Chapin. Undersökningen visar att läsning och responsgivning på 

poesi i viss utsträckning leder till måluppfyllelse. Undersökningen tyder också på att eleverna 

tenderar att uppskatta enskilda dikter mer än dikter som genre, såsom de föreställer sig denna. 

Slutligen föreslås ytterligare forskning på ämnet med målet att undersöka hur arbete med 

dikter kan utvecklas för att leda till ytterligare måluppfyllelse. 

Nyckelord: Engelska som främmande språk, dikter, poesi, måluppfyllelse, läsförståelse    
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1. Introduction 

Poems are difficult: difficult to grasp, difficult to like, difficult to teach. This is the general 

description of student attitudes towards poetry in just about any book on literature teaching 

today (Beach et al 132.; Showalter 8). It is also a concern often expressed by teachers of 

English, EFL (English as a foreign language) and other L2s (second languages), wondering 

how to go about introducing poetry to their students when such massive resistance is to be 

expected (Showalter 8; Khatib 164; Janczukowitz 156). As most teachers know, a text needs 

to appeal to the student on some level to be considered good teaching material (Wenzel qtd. in 

Janczukowitz 156), and this causes hesitation as to whether it can be justified to subject 

students to poetry in the first place. Teacher concerns thus become a self-fulfilling prophecy 

as students move from little to no experience of reading poetry.  

This paper focuses on two main areas. Firstly, it aims to investigate to what extent 

upper secondary EFL students’ response to poetry corresponds with the knowledge 

requirements set by Skolverket (National Agency for Education). Secondly, this paper aims to 

give a brief account of student views on specific works of poetry, rather than the concept of 

poetry. The design and material on which this study is based are described in the next section. 

According to Edmondson , who questions the usefulness of any literature in L2 

instruction (qtd. in Carroli 113; Kellem 16) , teachers usually include literary texts based on 

the assumption that these are good vehicles for language acquisition, when in fact there is 

little research to support this assumption. Like Edmondson, Carroli recognises that research in 

this area has been scarce but argues instead that more research focusing on how to maximise 

student learning from reading literature in L2 courses might very well show that it is an 

excellent method for language acquisition (114). The general perception, that is, the prejudice, 

that students detest poetry is making poetry a rare guest in the classroom, even though there is 

little research confirming that this gloomy picture is a fair depiction of reality. There is in fact 

nothing substantial to support the idea that we can tell for sure what kind of reception poetry 

is likely to get in a classroom of secondary or upper secondary students. 

The available statistics on Swedish youths' results in reading comprehension present 

an interesting contradiction. In the last yet documented five-year period, from 2007 to 2013, 

the number of secondary school students passing their English courses increased slowly but 

surely (Skolverket). However, during the same years the number of students passing their 

Swedish courses has decreased (Skolverket). Skolverket’s most recently published report on 
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the results from the PISA investigation, where 15-year old students’ reading comprehension 

in their first language is assessed, show that  9th graders in 2013 scored dramatically lower in 

reading comprehension than previous years, ending the 12 years of decline since the 

investigation was first conducted  with an all-time low (133). In other words, the different 

results of secondary schools contradict each other, on the one hand, showing that reading 

comprehension of Swedish texts is dwindling and, on the other hand, indicating that reading 

comprehension results have improved in English. The difference may be explained by the fact 

that both the course syllabus for Swedish in secondary school and the PISA-investigation 

measure student ability both to gather surface level information and to interpret implied 

meaning (Skolverket, PISA report), while the course syllabus for English in secondary school 

does not mention the ability to interpret what is not clearly stated in the text (Lgr11).  

Since 2011there are new course curricula setting the frames for teaching, in both 

secondary and upper secondary school, and though much of the content has been rephrased 

but essentially left intact, some details have been altered. One of the additions that have been 

made to the core content for English 6, in comparison to the previous course English B which 

it has replaced, is that students now are supposed to interpret not only the surface level, but 

also understand implied meaning in the texts that they read in English (Lgy11). In English B 

the student was only required “to read, summarise and comment on different types of texts” 

(my translation), and it is nowhere mentioned that these comments should show an 

understanding of the implied meaning of the texts (Lpf94). This calls for new lesson plans and 

items to examine, because what would happen if we failed to incorporate this new aspect of 

the subject English into our instruction? It would increase either the number of students who 

fail their English courses, or worse, create a large group of students who have been awarded a 

pass grade in English 6 but cannot in fact make use of the tools that should be provided in the 

course. 

While the structural reasons for this discrepancy undoubtedly are complex and will 

take time to find and investigate, I believe that teachers already can start turning this ship 

around through their everyday teaching. Instead of waiting for more PISA results pointing in a 

downward direction, or reports that tell us that goal fulfilment has dropped dramatically since 

the transition from English B to English 6, this could be seen as the perfect time to go out on a 

limb and try new things – or old things in new constellations. 

While reading comprehension seems to be an Achilles heel for many Swedish EFL 

students, there are several characteristics of poetry that make it suitable for practising reading 
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between the lines, which seems to be where many students fail to make out the meaning. One 

such characteristic is length. Many poems are quite short, and when trying to find a hidden 

message of some sort un-experienced readers may be less daunted and prone to giving up if 

the text fits nicely on one single page. A short poem also invites the reader to pay closer 

attention to every individual word or expression, which may lead to a closer consideration of 

the language used and the message conveyed. In the investigation on which this paper is 

based there was indeed a connection between the shortest poem and the most successful 

attempts at interpreting implied meaning. Furthermore, to acquire new vocabulary and 

grammar to render you better equipped for future meetings with texts, as Hanauer points out, 

attention needs to be directed towards the form rather than the content, and if combined with 

instructions encouraging the student to do so poems are perfect for the purpose. A poem is 

also by tradition associated with figurative language and more likely to activate the student in 

the search for meaning than for instance a novel or a film, which often centres on events and 

action. However, before poetry can be successfully integrated into everyday teaching, 

teachers need to feel confident using it. 

I believe that teachers lack reassurance that reading poetry with their students can be a 

successful road to the acquisition of the knowledge specified in the curricular knowledge 

requirements, and this is an area where research concerning EFL teaching still needs to catch 

up. Historically, the field of EFL teaching has been studied both closely and widely from a 

linguistic point of view, encompassing the three main categories vocabulary, grammar and 

pronunciation. The use of literature in EFL teaching has not been quite as thoroughly 

researched, and in Sweden only one dissertation has been written on this topic. Moreover, this 

dissertation focused on literature discussions and used only novels as reading material for the 

students participating in the study (Thyberg), so the use of poetry in the Swedish EFL 

classroom is still uncharted academic territory. 

Starting by explaining the design of the conducted study I proceed to present chosen 

findings in my result, selected for their relevance to the main focus areas of this essay, 

together with the background and discussion related to each finding. Following these sections 

on combined result, background and discussion there is a concluding discussion which points 

to parallels between the sections and draws conclusions from the body of results. Finally, the 

paper ends with some suggestions for further research. As this study shows, there is every 

reason to look into ways of working with poetry with EFL students since the resistance from 

the students towards poems did not manifest itself as clearly as it is portrayed in some 



4 

 

 

sources. Moreover, the students’ reflections on the poems in many cases showed appreciation 

for the text they were working with and mainly E-A levels of goal fulfilment. 

2. Methods and material 

The first question concerning the goal fulfilment potential of poetry to answer to syllabus 

requirements is addressed through a method designed to test and evaluate the extent to which 

the curricular core content and knowledge requirements for English 6 are met in the students’ 

responses to poems. Concerning student views on poetry, the inductive method of classic 

grounded theory as defined by Glaser and Strauss and explained by Evans (2013) was used. 

This means that it does not claim absolute objectivity but rather it aims to maximise 

objectivity to the extent possible. The way to achieve this is to let the data provide the 

structures, that is, to first go through the collected data in search of structures to organise it by 

instead of determining in advance what constituents to search for. No extensive reading on the 

particular subject should be done before going through the data to minimise the influence of 

expectation. When these structures are set, the secondary reading is done, the data are 

reviewed, and all details can be sorted into the structures found in the first reading (Evans). 

To collect material for this study I conducted an investigation of the reception of three 

poems in two upper secondary classes, one from a vocational programme (7 students) and one 

from an academic programme (21 students). The three poems chosen for the purpose are 

"Time passes by", a concrete poem by Anatol Knotek, "To the Virgins to make much of 

Time" by Robert Herrick and "Cat's in the Cradle" by Harry Chapin. These three poems all 

express the passing of time, and the theme "seize the day" is applicable, but they differ quite a 

lot in form. "Time passes by" is a contemporary concrete poem using visual effects such as 

degrees of transparency to convey its message. "To the Virgins...", first published in 1648 but 

edited as regards to language in 1919, consists of four four-line stanzas in iambic trimeter and 

tetrameter with every other line rhyming within each stanza. "Cat's in the Cradle" is the lyrics 

of a folk rock song in free verse, released in 1974, and while it is the longest of the three it has 

a more explicit plot compared with “Time passes by” and compared with "To the Virgins..." a 

more modern everyday language according to the standards of 2013. The repetition of the 

chorus also adds to the length. For the poems in their entirety, see Appendix 1. 

The study was divided into two steps. First, students were given the chance to give 

spontaneous response to the poems, and then to give response supported by questions, i.e. 



5 

 

 

providing so called scaffolding to the learning process. For each text there were two questions 

in this second round of response, and also two questions which covered all three poems and 

related to the various knowledge requirements for English 6 implied in the core content of the 

course. See Appendix 2 for all the questions. In the classroom we had approximately 50 

minutes for each sequence where I read each text out loud (or played a recording of the song), 

one at a time, after which the students wrote about every text before moving on to the next 

one. The last part of each step was for checking and adding to previous answers before 

writing a concluding remark about the three texts as a whole. The two steps had to be 

performed on two consecutive days due to scheduling issues. There were three absolute rules 

for the study. The students were required to write in English consistently throughout, they 

were to put down a minimum of three sentences per text in the first sequence and three 

sentences per question in the second sequence and they were allowed to ask me or their 

teacher for help with words they did not understand or could not think of. I decided that this 

should be allowed since in any natural situation they would be able to do so, or look a 

particular word up in a dictionary. However, to keep track of any vocabulary building in 

progress, all words given to them were marked in their texts by an asterisk. 

The word "response" was carefully selected for its intelligibility and minimal risk of 

ambiguity. The study was first designed to be conducted in a lesson period of about 100 

minutes, since the pilot study showed that a shorter period would not suffice, but since the 

classes I had access to had no lessons longer than 60 minutes, this had to be rearranged into 

two lessons on consecutive days. Another carefully considered change was the elimination of 

the opportunity for the student to add something in Swedish at the end of the study, that they 

could not express in a second language, even though this might add interesting points of 

understanding. If such an opportunity was revealed at the end of the first round, students may 

assume that there would be such a similar opportunity at the end of the second round and 

therefore start switching between languages. On the other hand, only letting them add 

thoughts in Swedish after the last round would make it hard to distinguish what could have 

been written in the first round, if the students were given the opportunity to express 

themselves in Swedish at this point, and more confusion than clarity would be added to the 

result. 

To ensure the highest possible degree of objectivity I have also depersonalised the 

compendiums, marking them only with numbers for matching the same student's first and 
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second sequence texts. This way no information of sex or ethnicity may affect my reading of 

the data. 

3. The potential of poetry to support learning outcomes 

In the upper secondary school syllabus for English formulated by Skolverket, reading 

comprehension is mentioned as the first out of five specified learning outcomes for the 

subject, namely understanding "spoken and written English, and also the ability to interpret 

content." Another relevant learning outcome to this essay is the second outcome, "[t]he ability 

to express oneself and communicate in English in speech and writing.", since it can be 

reached not only through the production of poems but through students analysing and 

discussing the poems they have read in both speech and in writing. 

In the core content for English 6, we find that "[c]ontemporary and older literature, 

poetry, drama and songs" (my emphasis) are specifically listed as something the students 

should encounter during the course (Skolverket, Lgy11). Students are also to be given the 

opportunity  to develop "[s]trategies to search for relevant information in larger amounts of 

text or longer sequences of spoken language and to understand perspectives and implied 

meaning" (Skolverket, Lgy11), which calls for active training in finding and interpreting 

implied meaning in the variety of text genres mentioned earlier, including poetry. 

There are several items in the knowledge requirements that could possibly be 

developed through the active reading of poetry, but for this study I have chosen to focus on 

one of them, namely the knowledge requirement that stresses the importance of reading 

comprehension, as formulated for the grades E, C and A.  

 

Students can understand the main content and basic details of English spoken at a relatively 

rapid pace, and in written English in various genres, and in more formal contexts. Students 

show their understanding by in basic terms giving an account of, discussing, commenting, and 

drawing conclusions on content and details, and with acceptable results act on the basis of the 

message and instructions in the content. 

 

Students can understand the main content and essential details of English spoken at a relatively 

rapid pace, and in written English in various genres, and in more formal contexts. Students 

show their understanding by in a well grounded way giving an account of, discussing, 

commenting and drawing conclusions on content and details, and also with satisfactory results 
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act on the basis of the message and instructions in the content. 

 

Students can understand both the whole and details of English spoken at a rapid pace, and in 

written English in various genres, and in more formal contexts. Students show their 

understanding by in a well grounded and balanced way giving an account of, discussing, 

commenting and drawing conclusions on content and details, and with good results act on the 

basis of the message and instructions in the content. (my emphasis) 

 

Even though I am sure that more assessment in relation to other knowledge 

requirements could have been made from the students' texts, and the task could have been 

structured in another way to make further assessment possible, the focus here is on reading 

comprehension as this is a major and basic skill.  

To gain a better understanding of what Skolverket more specifically refers to in its use 

of the word “understand” in the knowledge requirement wording of “students can understand 

the main content and basic details of English[...]” (my emphasis), I have searched for a 

document which clearly states Skolverket’s view on what understanding a literary text entails. 

This endeavour proved unsuccessful (due to the document’s nonexistence or mistakes in my 

search strategy I cannot say) but in a publication released by Skolverket in 2006, that is, 

before the 1994 curricula were substituted by the 2011 curricula, a brief overview is given as 

to what reading comprehension is.  

When discussing reading comprehension it is relevant to distinguish between decoding 

and understanding a text. According to Edfeldt (qtd. in Skolverket 9), the actual 

understanding does not occur in the moment of decoding a word. Understanding is first 

accomplished when words and sentences are combined to form meaning, formulated by 

Lundberg as a process taking place both “between the lines and beyond the lines” (qtd. in 

Skolverket 10, my translation). Lundberg highlights the importance of syntactic competence 

to be able to successfully interpret a literary text. This competence derives from experience 

with the written medium and familiarity with particular features, which are rarely found in 

spoken language. Lundberg also stresses the reader’s ability to make inferences to be able to 

understand not only what is said sentence by sentence, but also to fill in what has been left out 

in a well-founded way. This is illustrated by one of Lundberg’s own examples: “Lisa came 

flying down the stairs. Kalle hurried off to get hold of a doctor” (my translation). As 

Lundberg says, most readers would interpret this as Lisa being injured from falling down the 

stairs. However, if we leave the first sentence intact and substitute the second sentence for 
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“Kalle ran up to her and kissed her”, the inference made would most likely differ from the 

first one and produce a different interpretation of Lisa and Kalle being a loving couple eager 

to see each other (Lundberg qtd. in Skolverket 10). What inferences we are able to make 

depend on our own experiences and previous understanding of the world. Based on this 

Lundberg concludes that poor reading comprehension skills may be the effect of either 

difficulties decoding text, or, limited knowledge of the world which provides the reader with 

little material to fill the gaps in the text with (qtd. in Skolverket 11).  

To a large extent I find Lundberg’s analysis reasonable and base my own assessment 

on this perception of what reading comprehension is. What I would like to add is a note that 

what Lundberg calls students from “socially and culturally poor home environments” (my 

translation), who Lundberg claims tend to be at a disadvantage when subjected to tests 

containing inferential questions, need not always be at such a disadvantage. Their previous 

experiences may be at odds with the content of most texts chosen by educators for them to 

analyse, but in my opinion the choice of text needs to be open for discussion. While part of 

the educational goal is to expand the student’s understanding of the world in a set direction 

through the reading of literary texts, another part, in its own right, is to provide the students 

with tools to interpret such texts. As the students practise to do so they must be allowed to 

move out of their comfort zones contentwise at an appropriate pace, and texts need to be 

provided which to some extent match the students’ previous experience to enable them to 

make inferences. If this aspect is taken into account, the ability to make inferences may be as 

correctly appreciated with these students as with any other student. 

Assessing what a reader, a student, has understood is not an entirely easy task. 

Pettersson describes the interpretation of literature as distinctive in academia through its 

allowance for numerous essentially different, and sometimes conflicting, comprehensions of 

the same content (51). Since all language contains implications, both produced and perceived, 

consciously as well as unconsciously, according to Pettersson, the interpretations of literary 

texts mainly entail the explications and connections of such implications into a 

comprehensible whole (52-3).  This idea is reflected in my assessment of student response 

given in this study as I investigate to what extent the students have found and explained 

explicit as well as implicit items in the poems, and if they have advanced to connect these 

items to each other in a comprehensible way. The number of possible ways to combine 

implications is incredibly vast, Pettersson claims, and he even uses the expression 

“inexhaustibility” (my translation) when presenting his view on the workings of literary 
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interpretation (54). What combination is made in every particular case depends on the context, 

and a context in this case is not fixed, Pettersson explains. When analysing something other 

than a literary text we tend to specify the context automatically, based on the actual situation 

where the events take place, while when interpreting literature a choice has to be made as to 

what context is to be presented. The person interpreting a text thus chooses to place the text in 

a certain context and then points to implications that support the relevance of this choice (55-

6). This way, naturally, the number of possible combinations is very large as every new 

thinkable context opens up for new interpretations of the text. As I assess the many and 

widely varying interpretations of this investigation I study how well the student has chosen 

and consequently supported a context when reflecting freely on a poem, and how well the 

student has adapted his or her response to the context given through the supporting question. 

The fact that a myriad of interpretations may be realised does not mean that any 

interpretation is acceptable; according to Pettersson an interpretation cannot be incoherent, 

inconclusive or poorly supported by the primary text (59). In this study the response that 

exhibits one or more of these traits is sometimes mentioned and commented on as it highlights 

something of relevance to the thesis, namely in what ways the students go wrong in their 

attempts to analyse poetry and how their analyses actually achieve goals specified in the 

knowledge requirements.  

First round of reading and writing 

The first round of reading and writing provided quite extensive information about the 28 

students’ first spontaneous approach to analysing the three poems. Here follows a general 

account of student responses for each poem as a result of the initial non-scaffold-based round.  

To the Virgins... 

The first, non-scaffold-based round of reading and writing revealed that quite a few students 

had spontaneous response to give concerning the formal aspects of the poems. The comments 

on the form of  "To the Virgins..." were quite similar to each other.  About a third of the 

students (10) spontaneously stated that it had old words in it or that it rhymed. 

Twelve students mentioned its message or theme in some way, although most of them 

merely hinted in a vague way that it had something to do with not wasting your time. Two 

used the phrase “carpe diem”. Four students added some thoughts, and as they reflected on the 

message they all revealed something interesting, namely that they interpreted the message as 
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being an encouragement to disregard all the expectations and duties imposed by others. This, 

rather than the persuasion into accepting oncoming adult responsibility and planning for the 

future, is what all four of them thought the poem was trying to convey. We shall return to this 

subject in the concluding discussion. 

Time Passes By 

For the second poem, "Time Passes By", the reflections on the formal aspects were more 

varied. Several pointed to the fact that the poem has three stages, one where it reads "time 

passes by", another where it reads "I pass by" and a last one where it reads "bye", and while 

this on its own only shows that the student has noticed the form, several students add other 

comments where they reflect on the form, connect it to the content and construct meaning 

from this connection. One student pointed out that capital letters are used, and that this must 

be a way to express anger or sadness, which are “big feelings”. Another student wrote that “a 

little can change a lot”, which I take as a way of reflecting on how the meaning of the words 

changes with the loss of only a few letters. Two students mentioned the passing of time being 

reflected in the passing of letters. One student wrote "at first I thought there was something 

wrong with the printer" but then he or she moved on to suggest that the letters lost in the 

poem are like the things we lose in life. In all these comments the students are “giving an 

account of, discussing, commenting and drawing conclusions on content and details”, which 

is something they are supposed to do according to the knowledge requirements. As a matter of 

fact, they are connecting the content and details and informed by this connection they 

“understand perspectives and implied meaning” in the poem, which is mentioned in the core 

content of the course English 6. 

The form alone led to a number of elaborate and quite plausible suggestions as to what 

the storyline and the implied meaning of this text could be. Considering the students’ answers, 

as a whole, I think that they came up with a number of creative ways of reading this poem. 

Eleven students, possibly inspired by the first poem, wrote about a carpe diem-theme here as 

well. Other suggestions were that it is an illustration of how everything changes with time, 

and that time heals all wounds. There are 10 suggestions that it expresses the journey from 

birth till death. There are 2 saying it is the end of a love story. There are 2 saying it is an 

illustration of how fast time flies by, and another student applied the poem to his or her own 

situation by writing “time passes by, soon time for a break!”. Five suggested that the storyline 

of the poem is that someone is waiting for someone else, but then it is too late and the chance 
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is lost, while one student claimed it is a suicide note where “they didn’t know what to write 

but they had to write something”. Yet another student said “It’s a pickup line – take me or I’m 

leaving”.  In all of these cases the students have succeeded in constructing meaning from the 

poem drawing on their own previous experiences and understanding of the world around 

them. When it comes to assessment they have reached different levels of the knowledge 

requirements, based on how “well-grounded” and “balanced” their discussion of the poem is, 

but all students pass the knowledge requirement for the grade E at least. 

Cat’s in the cradle 

While the students had a lot to say about the formal aspects of "Time passes by" they were 

less inspired to do so about the third poem, the song "Cat's in the Cradle". Only two chose to 

comment on anything related to form. One of them wanted to change the preposition in "the 

man in the moon" to "on" (like the singer in the recording has done) while the other noted that 

the story was “just like in the movies”. My own guess as to why most of them did not choose 

to comment on the form is that this form would strike the students as easily categorised as the 

lyric of a pop song. In being just that, it is quite predictable in its rhyme and meter and might 

not provoke any comment on its form. It is also probable that it is the type of poem these 

students encounter the most and the familiarity may not arouse an immediate wish to analyse 

it. 

As many as 19 students retold what happens on the surface level of the poem in a 

rather complete way, accounting for the characters that are presented in the poem (a father 

and son), the time-span from the beginning of the poem till the end of the poem and the 

development from the first phase where the son is young and the father busy to the next phase 

where the son is grown and the father old. Most of the others, 6, retold a part of it while 3 

reflected on a particular detail that caught their interest. Out of the 19 that retold most of the 

story however, only 8 moved on to draw any conclusions about the theme or the message. 

These 8 students all described something that can be linked to the concept of carpe diem, 

perhaps inspired by the text they read just a little while ago, and they often formulated the 

message as a motto: “It is important to think about how you affect your kids”. “Time might 

change who needs who, so be careful”. “Treat others the way you want to be treated, like the 

golden rule says”. These are some examples of mottos formulated by the students as a 

reflection on the poem.  
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Connections between the texts 

For the spontaneous response on connections between the three texts 5 students placed them 

in genres, and all 5 chose to categorise the first text as a poem and the last one as a song. The 

middle one, the concrete poem, two called a poem, two called it art and one called it "almost a 

picture, with a message". Another student gave us an interesting insight into what a 

“schoolbook text” is according to this student when he or she wrote that “none of them are 

ordinary schoolbook texts because the first is a poem, the other one is like a picture and the 

third one a song”. One student observed that the texts were written by two or three male 

authors, not knowing how to categorise Anatol Knotek, which is a matter that could be 

discussed. Are there more male poets? Do male poets address this theme of “carpe diem” 

more often than female poets? Or is it the result of a structural lack of acknowledgement of 

the works of female poets? What students consider poems to be, and what their mental image 

is of a person who writes poetry, will be discussed in Section 4. 

Another student described text 2 and 3 as being “the same story in a smaller version 

and a bigger version”, which is a comment on the form that reveals that the student also has 

found a comparable theme and/or message in the two poems. In a classroom discussion this 

idea could be the starting point for a discussion on the form of “Time Passes By” and “Cat’s 

in the Cradle” in closer detail, and a connection could be made to how the form affects the 

message. There was one student who considered the three texts as a series about a person’s 

life, first in that person’s youth, then as a young adult and then growing up to have a child and 

eventually growing old. It would be interesting to hear how this student reflected on the word 

“bye” in the end of the second text if the third text is supposed to be the next episode in the 

same series. Three students brought up their observation that all texts deal with the 

importance of making an active choice. One student suggested that all three texts feature some 

kind of loss. Other thoughts on similarities in contents between the three texts concentrate on 

the carpe diem theme, which can be found in all of them.  

Out of the 28 participants in the investigation one chose not to write anything about 

possible connections between the poems. Among the 27 students who reflected on the 

connections between the poems, only one would not be assessed as a grade E or higher (my 

own assessment). This student claims that he or she can see no connection between the 

poems, but claims that number 2 and 3 are about love, without supporting this claim in any 

way, thus breaking the convention for literary interpretation by not providing support from the 

primary text. Among those who would pass there is great variation in how “well-grounded” 
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and “balanced” their reflections are (Skolverket, Lgy11), and according to my own 

assessment there are examples of grades E through A represented here. 

Second round of reading and writing 

In the second round of reading and writing the students re-read the poems and got two 

questions for each text to focus on. 

To the Virgins... 

The first question for “To the virgins...” intended to find out whether the students had read 

both the surface level and between the lines, and it concerned the message of the text. What 

does the author tell young women to do, and why should they do this? When I prepared the 

questions it was my hypothesis that the first part would be quite easy to answer: he tells young 

women to marry young. As it turned out, two thirds of the students submitted something like 

this as their answer. Some wrote precisely this, that women should marry young, and others 

suggested that saving yourself for marriage was a message, which in my opinion has enough 

support in the text to be plausible. I find it interesting that three students interpret the message 

of this text to be “men are so forward and women shy, but they should be more daring and 

take what they want, like men do”. Possibly they have picked up on the line in the poem 

saying “so be not coy but use your time”, and it must be said to have some support in the text, 

but unfortunately they did not point to this line as specific evidence for their claim. However, 

when considered in its context, it must be seen as an encouragement to take charge in a 

limited area and to a very limited extent. This too would benefit from further discussion 

among the students and with a teacher suggesting new perspectives to the question. 

Among the questions I asked in the second round of reading and writing there were 

some that clearly pointed the students in the direction of looking at formal aspects, such as the 

use of specific words or structures. For the first text, "To the Virgins...", the stylistic question 

I had prepared had already been answered, on some level, by approximately a fourth of the 

students. The question was if this text is old or new, and how they could tell. What happened 

when the students got this question to guide them in their reading was that the students who 

had already noticed that there were old words, or "odd words" as one student put it, now 

scrutinised the language of the text and came up with examples to prove that the text was not 

written recently. Most of the students' suggestions were acceptable, while four of them 

evidently could have needed some further guidance in what to look for in the text. For 
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instance, “ye” is not a modern abbreviation of “you” and the fact that it is written in the past 

tense does not provide any information about the age of the poem. Many claims are 

interesting  though, and would make great conversational topics in the classroom, such as 

what it is that makes English sound "formal", which is a word commonly used by the students 

about this text. 

Some students answered this question by reflecting on the content of the text. One 

student said that it had to be old since people in older days married young, as the poem tells 

us to do, but today people marry when they are about thirty. Thirty year-olds are naturally not 

very young in the eyes of a teenager. About five students also stated that urging a woman to 

get married young is something that used to be the norm but that does not happen much 

anymore. One possible road to take if one should expand on this question is what norms and 

traditions surround marriage today in English speaking countries around the world, thus 

covering the core content of “[l]iving conditions, attitudes, values, traditions, social issues as 

well as cultural, historical, political and cultural conditions in different contexts and parts of 

the world where English is used.” (Skolverket, Lgy11, sic).    

Time Passes By 

For the second text, "Time passes by", the students were asked to decide what kind of text this 

is, given the examples "novels, short stories, poems, articles etc.". Five students had already 

commented on what genres these texts could belong to in their spontaneous response, but now 

everyone was asked to categorise “Time passes by”. In their answers all students revealed 

interesting information about what a poem is, and this is to be discussed more thoroughly in 

Section 4. Twenty-three students decided that this must be a poem, even if some of them also 

pointed out that it is a strange kind of poem, leaning towards art. Five of the students gave 

other answers, suggesting that this text was a novel, short story or simply a message. The 

students who decided it must be a novel or a short story would of course benefit from some 

instruction on the characteristic features of such genres.  

With the second question I wanted to find out what the students would find between 

the lines of this text, which leaves a lot for the reader to figure out. My questions were “what 

would you say happens in the text?” and “why is the ‘by’ changed into a ‘bye’ at the end?”, 

and before the study I thought that this may be a big challenge for most of the students, and 

that quite a few might find themselves at a loss here. However, it seems I was wrong because 

only 3 students chose not to answer it, and among the many answers there were many 
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suggestions that showed great ability to interpret the surface level of the text and fill the space 

between the lines with meaning. As a matter of fact, many students did so already in the first, 

non-scaffold-based round of reading and writing. What happened in this second round was 

that the students now developed their answer to contain more details, sometimes by 

concretely pointing to and constructing meaning from small text elements in the poem, 

sometimes by providing more elaborate storylines built on the student’s own experiences and 

previous understanding of the world. 

The student who said that capital letters are used intentionally to convey the feeling of 

anger or sadness, as these are big feelings, moved on in the second round to look at the 

degrees of transparency as the text fades away. He or she suggested that this is a way of 

showing that the words are heard more silently, as the person speaking them is walking 

farther and farther away. He or she also sees the last word, “bye”, as a word that is not spoken 

but rather added as a statement; the person is gone. Another student similarly wrote that this 

last word, “bye”, is not written or spoken by the same person who wrote or spoke the other 

words in the poem. Instead, this student suggests that this word has been added afterwards, by 

somebody other than the first writer, and this second writer did not see or know the beginning 

of the poem and thus found the word “by” to look wrong on its own. That is why this second 

writer changed it, according to this student, who also compares it to the way holy books, such 

as the Koran, have been amended. However improbable the theory is in the case of this 

particular poem, this meta-storyline of how the poem came to be, in my opinion, shows that 

the student has a great imagination that could be a great asset if trained to pursue a more 

likely interpretation. 

Among the other answers there are suggestions that this is the storyline of a 

relationship that starts out with both being happy, then one person gives up on the relationship 

and finally he or she leaves and the relationship ends. Another student similarly describes a 

friendship bond that is broken when one of them moves away. Yet another has set this poem 

in a restaurant with a person waiting for their date that never shows up, and the “bye” is when 

this person realises he has been stood up. All of these suggestions are connectable to the 

progression in the poem and would make a good steppingstone for further work in the 

classroom. 
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Cat’s in the Cradle 

For the last text, "Cat's in the Cradle", there was a question intending to find out to what 

extent the students had been able to make out the implied meaning of a metaphor in the 

chorus. There is a line saying "little boy blue and the man in the moon". The word "blue" was 

explained in the question as a synonym for "sad". The students were asked what they thought 

this line had to do with the rest of the text, and were encouraged to give examples from the 

text to support their point. Four students chose not to answer this question at all, and I take 

that as a very clear sign that they would have needed more guidance to be able to reflect on 

this metaphor and its relation to the rest of the text. Among the 24 who did respond there is 

quite a great variation in their answers. To make the results clearer I have categorised them, 

using Table 1. 

Table 1 

 Detail Whole 

Explicit 1. 2. 

Implicit 3. 4. 

 

Answers in each category would then be characterised in the following way: 

1. Contains explicit details. "The boy is sad." 

2. Contains explicit information about the whole of the text. "The father and the son never get 

together." 

3. Contains implicit details. "The boy is sad since his father is so far away, not on the moon 

but he never has time for his son." 

4. Contains implicit information about the whole of the text. "At first the dad never has time 

for the son, and the son is sad (little boy blue). And then the son grows up and he is far away 

(man on the moon), so the dad is sad. In the end the dad regrets the way he didn't spend time 

with his son." 
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I assessed the answers given by the students and placed them in Table 2 like this: 

Table 2 

 Detail Whole 

Explicit 2 1 

Implicit 14 4 

 

The students' answers here show that with no frontloading and very little scaffolding 

four of the students produced answers that showed that they had clearly understood both the 

whole and details of the text and used it to construct implied meaning which was well 

founded with examples from the text. Half of the students, 14 to be exact, managed to 

interpret implied meaning in single isolated symbols. They have in other words made 

inferences (Pettersson). The remaining 10 could have used some further support and response 

to their thoughts, for example, through interaction with their classmates who could have 

inspired them by sharing their views. 

I also decided to exclude three of the answers from the model altogether since they 

suggested that the dad was dead, a rock star or an astronaut. I deem these interpretations to 

have too little support in the text to fit in the model, but on the other hand they do provide 

some interesting information about how these students have read the text. The distance 

between the father and the son is something they have all picked up on and then padded out 

with their own previous understanding. The deep separation is of course reminiscent of death 

and together with the central role of the moon in the chorus, it is easy to see how the father 

becomes an astronaut. A rock star dad would certainly be away a lot when the child is young 

and then perhaps end his career by the time the son is old enough to go to college, and so it is, 

on its own terms, a logical but not a well-founded interpretation. 

Connections between the texts 

In the first round of reading and writing there was one student who chose not to leave any 

comment at all about connections between the texts. When we reached the second round this 

student had had some more time to think and when asked how these three texts advise the 

reader to deal with the passing of time, he or she stated that a common message between the 

three texts is that the student should “use all the time I got”. Vague though it is, and lacking 
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any explanation as to how the student came to this conclusion, it surely is related to the carpe 

diem-theme and must be seen as a progress from the previous round. 

All students who chose to comment on something other than the message in the first 

round now were encouraged to compare this specific aspect of the poems, and most of them 

wrote something about the carpe diem theme. One student used this exact expression, one 

wrote “seize the day” and another student wrote YOLO (You Only Live Once). A 

phenomenon that was distinguishable in the first round grew very clear in the second round, 

and that is the confusion between the two expressions and the two philosophies carpe diem 

and YOLO. Carpe diem makes its first appearance in world literature in a poem by Horace 

written some time during the last fifty years BC. It is a shortened version of “carpe diem, 

quam minimum credula postero”, which means “pluck the day, put no trust in the future”. The 

expression was quoted now and then, but it was when Byron chose to include it in his 1817 

work “Letters” that it was picked up in the more commonly used English vocabulary.  YOLO 

on the other hand is an acronym first coined around 2004, but popularised in 2011 through a 

song by the rap artist Drake featuring Lil Wayne, and since then it has been frequently used in 

memes and hashtags in social media as well as printed on various merchandise. The online 

wiki knowyourmeme.com says that the use of this acronym usually aims “to bring attention to 

exciting events or excuse irresponsible behaviours”. The carpe diem theme in Herrick’s poem 

urges young women to plan for the future, using their youth to secure a good husband before 

they lose their looks and ability to appeal to a man, and through them the chance of a 

comfortable life. YOLO instead encourages a carefree life in the moment with minimal 

obstruction from practical, down-to-earth plans for the approaching life as an adult. 

When faced with Herrick’s poem, 12 of the 28 students wrote about the message in 

terms of the YOLO-philosophy, saying things like “live life the way you want to – don’t care 

about others!” and “don’t waste time on boring things, do what’s fun”. This is not entirely in 

line with the message conveyed by Herrick’s poem, as it focuses only on the moment and 

dismisses all thoughts about ensuring happiness in the future. However, 3 students who first 

describe a YOLO philosophy then add a reflection showing that they do consider a YOLO 

lifestyle as a youth a prerequisite for peace of mind as one grows older, which corresponds 

fairly well with the Herrick poem. 

By making the students aware of how our shifting pre-understandings affect how we 

interpret a text, and how this changes over time and differs between cultural settings, 

rewarding discussions can emerge. This way it may be a lead-in to fulfil other goals 
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formulated in the course syllabus for English 6, dealing with the “[l]iving conditions, 

attitudes, values, traditions, social issues as well as cultural, historical, political and cultural 

conditions in different contexts and parts of the world where English is used” (Skolverket, 

Lgy11, sic). To get there the students will need to understand the original message from the 

days of Robert Herrick, and then they can make connections between this interpretation and 

different cultural settings in the world today where English is used. 

Discussion of the two rounds of reading and writing 

Development from the first round to the second round 

When comparing the student answers from the first and the second round text by text, a 

general pattern emerges. While the first round with its spontaneous response is characterised 

by a wider range of topics, there is also a tendency in the comments not to penetrate the 

surface level of the poem to a very large extent, or that they result in interpretations 

originating from one single detail in the poem and not taking into consideration other 

contradictory details that would prove the suggestion implausible. It seems to me, however, 

that without any guidance some students still managed to notice a formal aspect of some kind, 

and a few even made quite elaborate interpretations of their meaning. The poem which most 

successfully invited student interpretations in this respect was the concrete poem, "Time 

passes by", which seems to have caught the students' interest with its somewhat 

unconventional structure. Regarding the content the students generally managed reasonably 

well in summarising each text and quite a few presented a plausible interpretation of the 

theme and/or message of at least one of the texts. However, very few gave any examples from 

the text to support their point and in some cases it is impossible to tell what parts of the text 

they have fully understood and to what extent their analysis is a lucky guess or a result of an 

analysis of a previous text rubbing off on the next one. 

The second round, with its scaffolding through questions, focused on the students’ 

responses to the set questions, and this meant sacrificing a certain amount of freedom to 

include discoveries that may be interesting but not directly related to the question. For this 

reason the scaffold responses are less varied and contain fewer surprises, for better or for 

worse. On the other hand, the questions helped the students to make their suggestions more 

well-founded and balanced, which are qualities that the syllabus requirements measure, and 

demand for the higher grades. With specific questions, the students will look for specific 

elements in the text to support their points and thus their goal fulfilment will increase. A more 
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strategic method also helps the students to find connections between elements within the text 

and between different texts, increasing their goal fulfilment regarding understanding the 

content and details. 

Differences and similarities between the two study programmes 

Students from two study programmes in upper secondary school took part in this 

investigation, 7 from a vocational programme and 21 from an academic programme.  

In the first round where students gave their spontaneous response to the poems the 

response was quite similar in the two programmes when they wrote about “To the Virgins...” 

and “Time Passes By”. However, as they got to “Cat’s in the Cradle”, the vocational 

programme students spontaneously focused on the surface level, retelling the actions in the 

text rather than exploring the possible implied meanings. The academic programme students 

on the other hand did not write much at all about the surface level actions but skipped ahead 

to suggesting themes and messages, mostly without supporting this with examples from the 

text.  

In the second round of reading and writing, scaffolded by two questions focusing on 

the actions of the surface level on the one hand and the implied meaning on the other, most 

students in the academic programme completed their previous claims for a theme or message 

with examples from the text that shed light on their line of thought, and thus would be 

assessed as having achieved higher goal fulfilment according to the syllabus requirements. 

The 4 students who included both the whole and details of both the surface level and the 

abstract level of the poem “Cat’s in the Cradle” were all academic programme students. The 

vocational programme students easily retold the plot of the poem once more in the scaffolded 

round, but many of them struggled with explaining the abstract level. Out of the 7 students 

from this programme, 5 wrote only that the boy is sad because his father is away. The 

remaining 2 extended this sadness to both the boy and the father, indicating a shift in their 

roles, but they never drew that final conclusion that the father regrets his ways, and how this 

is important for interpreting the message, which 4 students in the academic programme did. 

While a pattern is visible which suggests that the academic programme students had 

more to say about the implied meaning in “Cat’s in the cradle”, there are also indications that 

the vocational programme students tended to elaborate more on something they picked up on 

in the text. In a very creative way the vocational programme students more often embellished 

their interpretations and storylines with information probably derived from their own personal 
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experiences or knowledge of cultural and societal phenomena. Sometimes this ability made 

the student head in the wrong direction, elaborating so much on a detail in the text that the 

interpretation ended up contradicting other details in the text. One such example is the 

reflection that a student shared on the expression “worse and worst times” in “To the virgins”. 

Zooming in on these words, the student wondered what worse and worst times may be in this 

case, and instead of searching the rest of the text for hints, he or she brought in other, previous 

experiences. He or she suggested that this may relate to war, since “war was very common 

back in the day”, probably as a result of noticing old words suggesting that the poem was not 

written recently. Since there is no other mentioning of war in the poem, either overtly or 

covertly as far as I can tell, I would deem this improbable, and the student’s reflection does 

not help the student in his or her reading comprehension. On the other hand there are cases 

where this ability to expand on a detail, bringing in all one’s previous knowledge and 

experiences, is very helpful.  

That the ability to bring in previous knowledge and experiences when dealing with a 

text can be helpful is something that can be seen in the interpretation of the concrete poem 

“Time passes by”. In the first, spontaneous round of response there is no general difference 

between the responses given by students from the two programmes. In the second round the 

students were scaffolded by some questions in their endeavour to make sense out of very few 

words, which I thought would be a difficult task for most of them. “This text leaves very 

much for the reader to figure out. What would you say happens in the text? Why is the "by" 

changed into a "bye" at the end?” These questions allow the student to take the full step of 

analysing the poem’s theme or message, but first and foremost it encourages the student to fill 

in the blanks of the surface level. What kind of actions and events are implied?  

While some academic programme students came up with suggestions presenting a 

more elaborated storyline than perhaps “it’s a journey from life to death”, many of them 

settled for this short statement and went on to write about the message. There is of course 

nothing wrong with their response, but what was more common among the vocational 

programme students, and also positive in terms of goal fulfilment, was that they elaborated 

more on this storyline in a way that went well with the details already provided by the poem. 

For instance, it was a student from the vocational programme who wrote that this poem is 

about a person who is trying very hard to do everything right, according to what others think 

that he or she should do, and in the process loses him or herself (thus the “I pass by”), and 

then this person dies and there is no chance of ever correcting the mistake of living life the 
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way others want you to live it. The student also added that too many people make this 

mistake, extending the storyline and the message to the world around him or her. It is also in 

the vocational programme we find the student who read this poem as the story of a 

relationship, starting out great but slowly ending as one person left the relationship first, 

leaving another person alone to get over their partner and finally the relationship was truly 

over. The in my opinion excellent reading of the excluded letters meaning that the words are 

heard more and more silently as the person speaking them is moving farther and farther away 

to finally disappear is also made by a student from the vocational programme. Even though 

there were some creative interpretations in the academic programme as well, such as the 

suggestion that the poem is a pickup line, the student response is more clearly characterised 

by a sparsely formulated storyline and a more developed discussion of the message. As it 

turned out, the students overall managed better than I had thought in interpreting this poem, 

but they went about it in mainly two different ways, which both are successful in terms of 

goal fulfilment in the course English 6. 

When comparing the student response in this respect, Langer’s four stances of reading 

literature from Envisioning literature spring to mind (15-19). Based on what has been 

presented in the latest paragraphs, I would like to suggest that there is a certain, although not 

in any way absolute, difference between the vocational programme student responses and the 

academic programme student responses which can be related to Langer’s four stances. The 

four stances are: 

(a) being out and stepping into an envisionment, 

(b) being in and moving through an envisionment,  

(c) stepping back and rethinking what one knows, and  

(d) stepping out and objectifying the experience. 

What can be said generally for the student responses given in this investigation is that 

academic programme students tend to rush through (b) and (c), quickly gathering the 

information they need to proceed to (d), while vocational programme students tend to linger. 

In their lingering they take time to look around the text world and make use of their previous 

understanding of things mentioned in the text to construct a branched out meaning of the 

actions and events on the surface level of the text. The academic programme students more 

often spend this time reflecting on what they have read from the outside looking back in.  

Whatever the reason for this difference it is surely of interest to know how the 

students’ method reflects the nature of the programmes, and teachers need to be aware of the 
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implications of this teaching literature.  Most importantly, I think, is to remember that both 

methods lead to goal fulfilment according to the course syllabus for English 6, and using 

either method the student will need further guidance and encouragement to reach their full 

potential in analysing a poem or other text. 

4. Student views on poetry 

What poetry is and is not 

We define things by what they are not. This becomes very clear as one flips through the 

student responses regarding what sort of text “Time passes by” is. Most of the students decide 

that it must be a poem, but as many as half of them do so after excluding the other text types 

mentioned as examples. “It can’t be a novel or a short story, because this is much shorter”. So, 

novels and short stories need to be longer than this text and it cannot be either of them. It must 

be a poem. “It doesn’t follow any writing rules, and a novel or short story have to”. So, a 

novel or short story cannot break language conventions and thus this must be a poem.  

Another response given by one of the students was that “it is a poem, but it doesn’t 

rhyme!”. So, a poem should really rhyme to be a typical poem. More students are a bit 

ambivalent, saying it is a combination between a poem and art, or an attempt at writing poetry 

that did not end up like a poem after all.  Many students state here that a poem is short, it 

rhymes and it has a message to be found between the lines. This supports my hypothesis that 

students generally expect implied meaning when faced with a poem, and for this reason are 

more likely to look for one.  

Some of the students commented on the possible author of a poem and in doing so 

revealed some of their pre-understandings of what an author or a poet is like. One reflection 

on “Time passes by” deals with the question of who the author is. Anatol Knotek, is that a 

man or a woman? This student was not sure, but then wrote, “I think it’s an old man or a girl”. 

Another student, also commenting on “Time passes by” implied that there are mainly two 

types of people who write poetry. The first suggestion was that “probably some old man [...] 

wrote it a long time ago”, and then the student added that “it could easily be some emo in 

2013”. Writers of poetry are likely to be old men then, according to these students, and my 

own reflection on their answers is that this is likely to affect their attitude toward and 

susceptibility to any poem, since “some old man” must appear as quite distant and perhaps not 

very relevant to them.  
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Student opinions on poetry 

When you lead a book talk using the model presented by Aidan Chambers in Tell Me, as 

many teachers of both Swedish and EFL in the Swedish school system have done for the past 

twenty years or so, the starting point for the book talks according to Chambers’ model is 

always what the students liked and what they did not like. I presume that since the students 

have been asked this question on many occasions throughout their education, it has been 

internalised and many of them are now asking themselves this first thing they do after 

finishing reading a text. At least, so it would seem judging by the spontaneous response the 

students gave to the poems in this investigation; when guided by no specific question, most 

students started their comment on one or more of the poems by declaring what they thought of 

the text they had just read, some of them with a reason as to why they thought so. The 

spontaneous response provided some information about what the students think about specific 

works of poetry, with a better chance of getting an answer unclouded by any prejudices they 

may have against poetry as a genre than if I had asked for their opinion on poetry in general. 

The first poem, “To the Virgins...”, made 7 students express their likes or dislikes, and 

there were 5 positive comments saying it was “good” or, in one case, “inspiring”. One student 

was a bit more generous and gave the reason that “it is good because it gives me good 

advice”. Two students were less positive, one calling it “boring” and another stating that it is 

“not my type of text”. This can be connected to the fact that this was also the poem most 

commonly categorised as a poem without any doubt, while the other two texts were more 

often suggested to be something else. 

The second poem, “Time passes by”, fuelled various reactions. Four students stated 

that it was confusing. One student asked “should I read the grey letters or not?”, but this 

student also moved on to reflect on how the form may contribute to the message and 

presented a plausible reading of the storyline in the poem. One of the students who wrote that 

it was confusing also added later that it was exciting. In the first round one student described 

this poem as “deep”, while two other students remarked that they thought it was supposed to 

be deep, but they could not see what was so deep about it. However, in their answers to the 

questions in the second round of reading and writing, the first of them provided a developed 

storyline for the poem, and the second student suggested that the poem was about a journey 

from life to death and discussed the message in terms of how we need to make the most of the 

short time we have got, and the third student wrote that “things change until they are not there 

anymore, and that is the reason it says ‘bye’ “. Despite the confusion they all made something 
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out of this poem in the end, with very little scaffolding, and that makes me curious about what 

else they could have done with it, had they had the opportunity to work with it some more and 

see the poem from different perspectives. Perhaps it would also have had an effect on their 

liking or not liking the poem. It would be interesting to ask them what they thought of the 

poem again, after they felt they had understood it in a more complete way. The most positive 

response was no doubt “I want to hang this in my room”. 

The third poem, “Cat’s in the cradle”, evoked 4 comments of like or considering the 

lyrics alone. Then there were also 3 comments concerning the musical aspects of the song. 

Two students wrote that the music was not their type, but that the lyrics were “good” and 

“great”. The third student said that he or she “really liked this song” and added, “it is sad but 

good, about the golden rule”. The fourth student who gave some insight into how he or she 

liked this poem wrote: “both the text and song were good” and “I like sad songs like this one”.  

Generally, I would say that the statements the students in the study made about 

individual poems are more positive than the attitudes expressed as they described what a 

poem is. If one also takes into account all the interpretations the students made that they 

connected to events they could clearly relate to and had opinions on, I would say that in many 

cases the students appreciated the poems and found them somehow relevant to them. 

However, these responses are only what the students accidentally shared while commenting 

on the poems, and given the small range and depth of this study, it would definitely be of 

interest to investigate more thoroughly what students think that they think about poetry as a 

genre, as well as what their opinions are about texts that are in fact poems. 

5. Concluding discussion 

This paper focuses on two main areas, namely the goal fulfilment potential of poetry in the 

EFL classroom and student attitudes toward poetry in the same setting. These two areas are 

highly connected since a text needs to appeal to the student for it to be considered good 

teaching material (Wenzel, qtd. in Janczukowitz); a student is not likely to engage in a process 

of meaning-making with a text that does not tickle their fancy.  

To answer the question of whether poetry is a good vehicle for goal fulfilment in the 

EFL classroom, I would say that this study, though limited in range as well as depth, indicates 

that it can be. However, some specifics in the method could have been designed differently to 

make the investigation more well-executed and for it to provide more useful information on 
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how poetry reading can be used as a tool for improving students’ reading comprehension on 

the whole. While I think it was a wise decision to conduct the investigation in two steps, first 

letting the students express their spontaneous response and then follow up with another round 

where questions were provided, to get the wide variety of reflections on the text as well as the 

more focused ones, there are problems that should be addressed.  

Firstly, one cannot be sure to what extent the progress seen from the first to the second 

round can be traced back to the providing of scaffolding questions. Other factors may affect 

this result, such as the re-reading of the same texts which in itself may have evoked new 

thoughts and ideas for analysis in the students, or the possibility to discuss the poems in the 

hallway, thus sharing ideas in a way that is uncontrollable and untraceable for the 

investigation. Students could even, if so inclined, read up on what others have written on the 

poems online before proceeding with the second round.  

Secondly, the questions provided for scaffolding in the second round in some cases 

could have been better chosen, as in the case of asking the students to place the concrete poem 

in a genre. “There are many different types of texts (novels, short stories, poems, articles etc.). 

What would you call this? Why?”. The formulation used clearly gave the students the 

impression of a multiple-choice question and set the stage for much guesswork. The last 

question was misplaced, not relating to the knowledge requirement in focus, and did nothing 

to support the thesis of this essay: “Imagine yourself being very old and about to die. Looking 

back on your life, what things would you like to have prioritised? What things would you like 

to have spent the most time on?” Instead these questions could have aimed more clearly at 

finding out where the greatest challenges lie for students when interpreting poems, to discover 

where one finds the greatest need for new tools in teaching poetry. Is the form an issue as the 

result of the students’ lacking syntactic competence to deal with poems, and if so, which 

elements of the form obstruct their understanding? One could also try to find out if the content 

deals with events or emotions too different from their previous experiences for them to make 

applicable inferences to bridge the gaps in the text. If that is the case a discussion triggered by 

this result could have centred on what can be done to provide the students with tools, which 

would allow them to return to the poem with a better chance of constructing an acceptable 

interpretation. 

With this said, there is an upside. What the study does show is that even though 

students may perceive themselves as non-readers of poetry, distancing themselves from the 

type of text as well as the people who write it, this group of students can still both appreciate 
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and work with poems in a way that, according to my own assessment, leads to a pass grade or 

higher when compared to the chosen knowledge requirement set by Skolverket. Drawing 

upon personal experiences, perceived general truths about how the world works and/or 

memories of the form and content of other texts, most of the students in this study have shown 

that they can construct meaning in an acceptable way, finding and arranging information 

openly expressed and messages implied in the text in a comprehensible way, and thus 

achieving at least an E. Starting from the same poems and the same task these students have 

also been able to shape the task to their own measures and would have been awarded grades 

ranging from E to A on the specific knowledge requirement in focus, based on my reading of 

the curriculum for English 6 and on the basis of my own view on what understanding a poem 

entails. I give an account of this view at the beginning of section three. 

To answer the question of what student attitudes are toward specific works of poetry, 

rather than poetry as a concept in a satisfactory way, more thorough research would have to 

be conducted. However, in the answers from the students there are some hints to be found as 

to whether they enjoyed reading the three poems or not, and a pattern emerges. Among the 

students who expressed some negative sentiment toward the text, a majority said that it was 

confusing or that they did not understand, and this caused a frustration with the text. Since 

this investigation did not include a round where the students shared their thoughts and 

interpretations of the poems with each other (at least not in a controlled and supervised way), 

or got any substantial guidance from an educator, we cannot say how this sentiment would be 

affected by such a meeting of minds. Perhaps with some inspiration from others and 

suggestions as to how to tackle the poems, these students could have left their encounter with 

the text with a greater sense of fulfilment than they did this time. How to arrange for this is in 

a successful way is a question for future research to explore.  

My thought is that just as the factor of how a student likes a poem from the start 

affects how they understand it, the factor of how well they understand it affects how well they 

like it as they work with it. How this interaction could be used to create a spiral of positive 

reading experiences and deepened understanding of the poems read is one area of research 

that could be further explored. Together with the pinpointing of what problem areas could 

benefit most from new strategies for reading works of poetry, openly addressed as such, this is 

one way to take to further investigate what potential lies in the reading of poetry to support 

learning outcomes in the EFL classroom. 
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Appendix 1 - The poems 

Poem 1 - "To the Virgins to make much of Time", Robert Herrick, 1648 (Arthur Quiller-

Couch, ed. 1919) 

GATHER ye rosebuds while ye may, 

 Old Time is still a-flying: 

And this same flower that smiles to-day 

  To-morrow will be dying. 

  

The glorious lamp of heaven, the sun, 

 The higher he's a-getting, 

The sooner will his race be run, 

 And nearer he's to setting. 

  

That age is best which is the first, 

 When youth and blood are warmer; 

But being spent, the worse, and worst 

 Times still succeed the former. 

  

Then be not coy, but use your time, 

 And while ye may, go marry: 

For having lost but once your prime, 

  You may for ever tarry. 
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Poem  2 - "Time passes by", Anatol Knotek
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Poem 3 - "Cat's in the Cradle", Harry Chapin, 1974 

My child arrived just the other day; 

He came to the world in the usual way 

But there were planes to catch, and bills to pay 

He learned to walk while I was away 

And he was talking 'fore I knew and as he grew 

he said, I'm gonna be like you, dad 

You know I'm gonna be like you 

 

And the cat's in the cradle 

And the silver spoon 

Little boy blue 

And the man in the moon. 

When you coming home, dad? 

I don't know when, 

But we'll get together then 

You know we'll have a good time then. 

 

Well my son turned ten just the other day 

He said thanks for the ball, dad, come on let's play 

Can you teach me to throw? 

I said, not today I got a lot to do 

He said, that's ok 

And then he walked away but his smile never dimmed 

And he said, I'm gonna be like him, yeah 

You know I'm gonna be like him 

 

And the cat's in the cradle 

And the silver spoon, 

Little boy blue 

And the man in the moon. 

When you coming home, dad? 

I don't know when 

But we'll get together then 

You know we'll have a good time then 
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Well, he came from college just the other day 

So much like a man I just had to say 

Son, I'm proud of you. Can you sit for a while 

He shook his head, and he said with a smile 

What I'd really like, dad, is to borrow the car keys 

See you later, Can I have them please? 

 

And the cat's in the cradle and the silver spoon, 

Little boy blue and the man in the moon. 

When you coming home, son? 

I don't know when, 

But we'll get together then, dad. 

You know we'll have a good time then. 

 

Well I've long since retired, my son's moved away 

I called him up just the other day 

I said, I'd like to see you if you don't mind 

He said, I'd love to, dad, if I could find the time 

You see my new job's a hassle, and the kid's got the flu 

But it's sure nice talking to you, dad 

It's been sure nice talking to you 

And as I hung up the phone, it occurred to me 

He'd grown up just like me 

My boy was just like me 

 

And the cat's in the cradle and the silver spoon 

Little boy blue and the man in the moon 

When you coming home, son 

I don't know when 

But we'll get together then, dad 

We're gonna' have a good time then 
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Appendix 2 - The questions 

Text 1, To the Virgins...: 

What does the author advise young women to do, and why? 

Is this text old or new? Give examples from the text to prove your point. 

Text 2, Time passes by: 

There are many different types of texts (novels, short stories, poems, articles etc.). What 

would you call this? Why? 

This text leaves very much for the reader to figure out. What would you say happens in 

the text? Why is the "by" changed into a "bye" at the end? 

Text 3, Cat's in the Cradle: 

Summarise what happens in this text. Make it as short as possible. 

There is a line in the refrain saying "little boy blue and the man in the moon". The word 

blue here means sad. What do you think this line has to do with the rest of the text? Give 

examples from the text to prove your point. 

Concluding questions: 

All three texts deal in some way with the passing of time. What is their message to you 

as a reader? How do they tell you to handle the passing of time in your own life?  

Imagine yourself being very old and about to die. Looking back on your life, what things 

would you like to have prioritised? What things would you like to have spent the most 

time on? 


