Sympathy

THROUGH ANOTHER’S EYES
Write a poem
about freedom or its opposite after exploring this
classic poem.

Key stage 3

I know what the caged bird feels, alas!
When the sun is bright on the upland slopes;
When the wind stirs soft through the springing grass,
And the river flows like a stream of glass;
When the first bird sings and the first bud opes,
And the faint perfume from its chalice steals –
I know what the caged bird feels!
I know why the caged bird beats his wing
Till its blood is red on the cruel bars;
For he must fly back to his perch and cling
When he fain would be on the bough a-swing;
And a pain still throbs in the old, old scars
And they pulse again with a keener sting –
I know why he beats his wing!
I know why the caged bird sings, ah me,
When his wing is bruised and his bosom sore, –
When he beats his bars and he would be free;
It is not a carol of joy or glee,
But a prayer that he sends from his heart’s deep core,
But a plea, that upward to Heaven he flings
I know why the caged bird sings!
Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906)

Share your Vision poem
with us online with
hashtag #MyNPDPoem.

STARTER (5 MINS)

Introduce the idea that poetry helps us see through the eyes of another person and gain an insight into their experience. Your
students may be familiar with Maya Angelou’s poem Still I Rise or her autobiography I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. Angelou
borrowed the line from Dunbar’s poem. A succinct appraisal of his work can be found in The Guardian:
www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2009/sep/28/paul-laurence-dunbar-sympathy
•
•
•

Ask students to draw something which symbolises freedom for them. Why have they chosen that image?
Divide the room in two and ask one group to draw symbols of freedom and the other group to draw symbols of imprisonment.
Ask students to look at the images other students have created. Are there any patterns? Does ‘imprisonment’ feature chains or
bars? Do the ‘freedom’ images convey weightlessness or independence?

GROUP TITLE WRITE (10 MINS)

Before giving students the full poem, assign pairs a stanza each without the title.
•
•
•
•

Ask each pair to write a title for their stanza.
Ask 3 pairs with the 3 different stanzas (perhaps on the same table) to share their stanzas and titles with one another.
Ask the groups of six (the 3 pairs) to put their stanzas in an order of their choice.
Share the original poem with the class, including the title.

This could be an opportunity to touch on poetry titles and how they are usually the first thing we try to interpret, but often we return
to them with a different understanding after reading. ‘Sympathy’ feels like a tepid description for the extent of the bird’s suffering.
Perhaps Dunbar is alluding to a white regard for the legacy of slavery; feeling sympathy does not necessarily set someone free.

WRITE A POEM (20 MINS)
•
•

•

Borrow a line or phrase from students’ stanza titles as the title of a new poem or the opening line of a new poem.
‘Silver Shovel’: ask students to pick a striking or memorable line from Dunbar’s poem and write the words of that line down the
left-hand side of the page. These are the beginnings of the lines of a new poem.
Now ask students to complete the rest of the poem using their imagination. This is a riff on the better known ‘Golden Shovel form’:
ypn.poetrysociety.org.uk/workshop/what-is-a-golden-shovel-with-peter-kahn
Freedom poem: ask students to write a poem about what freedom means to them, for an individual or a society or something else.

POETRY FEEDBACK AND SHARING

Ask students to read and give feedback on each other’s poems in pairs or groups. You could ask them to hold the title back until after sharing.

Share a poem by tagging it #MyNPDPoem
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