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ABSTRACT

The effect of teaching poetry writing on (1)
attitudes toward literature, and (2) the ability to write prose was
studied in four fourth-grade classes of a metropolitan elementary
school (42 boys and 40 girls) from working-class backgrounds. The
children were randomly assigned, two to the experimental and two to
the contrcl group. A program for teaching poetry writing was used in
the experimental group, 15 half-hour lessons being given over the
six-week treatment period. The control group continued with the
standard fourth—-grade language arts program, changed only to prove
them with the same number of writing opportunities. Analysis of the
curriculum has beneficial side effects in terms of the subjects!
ability to write prose and their more positive attitude to literature
in general. Important factors contributing to these results are seen
to be: (1) the inherent gqualities of poetry in terms of the
unconventional freedom and scope it provides for linguistic
expression, and (2) the general provision for the young school child
of an alternative mode for self-expressicon through language.
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SUMMARY
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Introduction POSITION OR POLICY.

Previous research (Shapiro & Shapiro; 1971; in press) has indicated that elementary
gchool children from both middle snd lower class backgrounds and with varying degrees
of intelligence, creativity, and langusge achlevement could be taughi to express
themselves poetically. The present study wse undertaken to investigate the effect of
gsuch imstruction on (1) attitudes toward literature, and (il) the ability to write
prose.

Procedures

S's were the 82 chiidren (42 boys, 40 girls) in the four Iﬁu:th §zade chsses af 8
ﬁlass backgraunds as defined by Hayer (1955), that :Lss thair ﬂﬂféﬁfs wera skilied
gemi~skilled, and unskilled manual workers. Classes were randomly assigned, two to
the experimentel and two to the control group.

In the experimental group, a program for teaching poetry writing to children (cf.
Shapiro & Shapiro, 1971) was used, fifteenm half~hour lessons being given over the
six~veek treatment perliod. The econtrol group continued with the atandard fourth
grade language arts program which was changed enly to provide these S's with the
same number of writing opportuihities as those in the experimental group.

The relative effects of the treatments were assessed in terms of three dependent
varigbles: (i) the ability to write poetry as measured by a previouvely developed
rating scale (Shapiro, Crosley, & Shapire, 1969); (i1) the ability to write prose
as measured by a rating scale adapted by the present investigators from Greene &
Petty (1971} and Knapp (1968) and which yfelded an inter~iudge reliability of +.84
for the average rating of three iudges; and (iil) attitudes towards literature ag
measured by the semantic differential rating of three concept:s: {reading, writing a
story, and poetry) along four bi-polar scales selected for their high loadings on
the evaluative factor (Osgocd, 1964) and yielding a test-retest reliability of +.79.

Results
A. Within Groups

Within the control group, statistically significant pretest-posttest gains were
made in writing ability; along a twenty-point scale this gsin was 1.2 and 2.0 points
respectively for the sbility to write poetry &nd prose. No significant change was
noted between the pretest and posttest means for the individual or oversll attitude
scales, there, in fact, being a slight decline {or worsening attitude) in aach case.
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Within the experimental group, there were statistically signiflesnt ga'ns (at the
percent level) between the pretest and posttest means en eli meszsuped ifme.sions,
On the twenty-point wrlting scales, the mean gain was 10.1 points for poe.ry and
8.7 for proge. There were smaller but s¢ill eubstantial (i.e., ¢ to ) po.ats) mean
gains on the atiitudinal dimensions.

B. Between Groups

Since intact groups were assigned to treatments, pre-experimentsl sam iing
equivalence could not be assuwmed, and, therefore, analyses cf covarisnce sere used
to agses the relative effect of the treatment as between the control and experinenital
groups, Two-way analyses were completed, assessing the main and interaciion effucts
of treatment and sex and adjusting the posttest scores for pre—-axperimen‘al differences
in the corresponding pretest, IQ, reading achievement, language achlevem:nt, and
literary attitudes,

These analyses revealed a statistically significant (alpha = 01} treatrent efrect
favoring the experimental group both on the two writing scales (i.e., pos2try rnd prose)
and on the four attitudinal scales (i.e., attitudes towards reading, writing 4 story,
poetry, and overall). There were no statistically significent differences between

the sexes save for the attitude toward voetry scale on which the girls reaporded more
favorably than the boys. There were no statistically significant interactio.s,

Conclusion

Despite the limitations of this study among which are (a) its restyiction t- & small
number of intact groups, and (b) possible questions concerning the validit: of the
attitude scales, the dats suggest that for fourth grade S;s from working class back-
grounds, the introduction of instruction ihpoetry into the language arts curriculum
has beneficlal side effects in terms of the S's abllity to write prose ard their move
positive attitude to literature In general. Although 1t is frue that si'mle practice
provided writing gains in both poetry and prose for the control group, fnese were umi-
substantial when compared to those of the experimental 8's, and further, the attitudes
of the control subjects were either stationary or worsening while thosr of the ex-
perimental group showed a marked improvement,

Seen as lmportant in the results favoring the experimental groun werc two factors:
(a) the inherent qualities of poetry in terms of the unconventional freedom and scope
it provides for linguistic expression, and (b) the general provision for the young
school child of an alternative mode for self expression through larpuage.

References

Allyn, Bacon, 1971. e
Knapp, D. 'Composition Checklist," in Anderson, V. et al (eds.), Readings in the
Language Arts, Toronto: Maci{ilian, 1968, ) '
Mayer, K. Class and Society. New York: Rnadom House, 1955,
Osgood, C. The Measurement of Meaning. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1964.
Shapiro, P.P. & Shapiro, B.J. "Two Methods of Teaching Poetry Writing in the Fourth
Grade." Elewmentary English, April, 1971,
Shapiro, P.P, & Shapiro, B.J. "An Evaluation of Poetry Lessons with Children From
Less Advantaged Backgrounds.'" _Educational Leadership, Regearch Supplement (in nress)
Shapiro, P.P., Crosley, B.A., & Shapiro, B.J. 'The Development of a Poetry Rating
Scele." HNew England Reading Assoclaticsn Journal, Fall, 1969,

ERIC )

Greene, H. & Petty, W. Developing Language Skills in theiE;gmgp;ggz,Schaéis, Boston:




