WRITING FOLIO

An idea for a start-up personal piece 

The List Poem

HAPPINESS:  is the first cigarette of the day
HAPPINESS:  is a one-hour walk in the exercise yard

HAPPINESS:  is phoning home once a week

HAPPINESS:  is visitors’ day

HAPPINESS:  is when the poet comes in

HAPPINESS:  is waking up Sunday morning with you girlfriend beside you

HAPPINESS:  is not needing a fancy-suit lawyer, paid for by Legal Aid

HAPPINESS:  is not having to go to Court

HAPPINESS:  is not getting eighteen months with twelve for good behaviour 

Description:  This form uses non-rhyming free verse and repetition to illustrate a theme with concrete, specific experiences that are a part of the poet’s everyday life.

Analysis:  Working in your groups, discuss and write down your ideas on the following aspects of the poem:

1. From the poem’s examples of ‘happiness’, what do we find out about: 

· The poet’s life situation?

· How he got into that situation?

· How he feels about the past that led to that situation?

· The things that are important to him now?

Reflection:  Again in your groups, some things to discuss and think about:

2. Which one of the poet’s specific examples of happiness do you find the most surprising and why?

3. How has the poet’s situation affected his experience of happiness?  What has happiness become for this poet?

4. Come up with five questions that you would like to put to this poet.

5. What answer do you imagine this poet would give to each of your questions?

6. How does your experience of happiness differ from this poet’s experience of it?

7. Any other ideas about this poet’s experience and point of view or attitude?

Application:  The aim of this kind of poem is to express how some of your everyday experiences can illustrate an abstract idea.  

Self-assessment:  It is important to start with an abstract noun and avoid defining it with other abstract terms.

For Example

	BAD
	GOOD

	HAPPINESS: is feeling good about yourself.  

(Criticism: ‘Good’ is an abstract term.  The example gives no indication of what the poet’s ordinary, daily life is like.  It tells us nothing about the poet’s concrete experience.)    
	HAPPINESS: is hearing that bell ring out at 3.00 pm Fridays.  

(Criticism: The example is a specific, concrete detail that shows the poet’s situation and attitude – a student who likes to get out of school.)


Getting Started:  

· In your groups, brainstorm a list of abstract nouns.  Make your list as long as you possibly can.  Make sure every word in your list is a noun.  If you are not sure of the noun form of any of your terms, look it up in the dictionary.

· Discuss among yourselves which abstract noun/idea/theme you will use for your poem.  Share your ideas about the specific examples, from aspects of your everyday life that illustrate your experience of the chosen theme.

· In complete silence, write a draft and a final, edited copy of your poem.  You have 10 – 15 minutes.  The length must be at least ten lines.

· If you wish, you may read your poem to the class.

Further Reflection: Write a personal reflection on your poem.  Here is what a personal reflection by the writer of HAPPINESS might look like:

I especially like this form of poetry.  My list poem on happiness helped me to express what my daily experience of prison-life is like and how I feel about my situation.  The repetition in the pattern is very satisfying.  A powerful rhythm is created by this repetition, which helps my poem express the frustration I feel as a prisoner cut off from normal life.  This pattern also lets me show what life in prison is like by presenting some examples of the things that bring me a kind of happiness.  I am very pleased with my poem.  Whenever I read it, it makes me see exactly where I am in the world and how I feel about being there.  My poem always reminds me that I want more happiness and a better kind of happiness than I can have as a convicted criminal doing time. 
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