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Abstract 

Challenges faced by Teachers' in Teaching poetry. 

Saraspathy alp Marimutu 

This case study was carried out to investigate the challenges face by teachers in 
teachings poetry as well as the factors that contribute towards these challenges and to 
identj fying the suitable approaches that has been successfully applied by teachers in 
overcoming the challenges they faced in teaching poetry. Two instruments, namely 
semi-structured type of interview and classroom observation were used to collect data 
from the sample, which compromised of 10 teachers from Sekolah Menengah 
Kebangsaan Muara Tuang, Kota Semarahan, Sarawak. The finding significantly 
howed that the most prominent problem in poetry teaching in the ESL classroom 

was to get the students interested in poetry learning. Their interest diminishes once 
they cannot relate the poetry learnt with their prior knowledge and culture. The 
ituation become worst whenever words used in the poems were difficult to 

understand, therefore the lesson often resulted into boring poetry session The finding 
also revealed that even with inadequate knowledge about poetry, most of the 
re pondents interviewed work hard to get the students to understand the poems and 
get them interested in poetry learning .The evidence can be seen in the effort they put 
in to come up with variety of techniques to present the poetry lesson. 



Abstrak 

Masalah yang dihadapi oleh guru-guru untuk mengajar puisi. 

Saraspathy alp Marimutu 

Kajian ini bertujuan untuk men genal pasti masalah yang dihadapi oleh guru -guru 
untuk mengajar puisi dan juga untuk mengenal pasti faktor-faktor yang menyumbang 
kepada masalah yang dihadapi oleh mereka. Kajian ini juga mengambil kira cadangan 
serta saranan para guru bagi mengatasi masalah- masalah yang dihadapi. 

Data untuk kajian ini telah diperoleh melalui temubual dan pemerhatian kelas. 
Sampel kajian terdiri daripada 10 orang guru dari Sekolah Kebangsaan Muara Tuang. 

Dapatan kajian menunjukkan bahawa masalah yang paling utama yang dihadapi oleh 
para guru adalah untuk menarik minat para pelajar untuk mempelajari puisi. Minat 
terhadap puisis terus lenyap apabila mereka tidak dapat mengaitkan puisi yang 
dipelajari dengan pengatahuan dan budaya mereka yang sedia ada. Situasi menjadi 
semakin rumit apabiIa pemilihan diksi yang digunakan dalam puisi-puisi berkenaan 
sukat· untuk difahami dan dihayati. Hal ini akan menjadikan pengajaran-pembelajaran 
puisi membosankan. Dapatan kajian juga menunjukkan walaupun dengan sedikit 
pengatahuan tentang puisi, kebanyakan responden berusaha keras untuk menanam 
minat pel~ar dalam pengajaran-pembelajaran puisi. Bukti dapat diIihat dalam usaha 
yang mereka lakukan apabila mereka berusaha mengaplikasikan pelbagai teknik 
dalam proses peng~aran-pembelajaran puisi. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.0 Introduction 

This chapter will discuss the background of the study, statement of problem, research 

objectives, research questions, significance of the study, limitations of the study and 

definition of the key words. 

1.1 Background of the study 

"The teaching and learning of literature in English in the Malaysian English Second 

language (ESL) context has evolved from being a core part of the school curriculum 

to a point near extinction only to re-emerge in the 21 51 century in a stronger form. The 

down turn in the teaching and learning of literature as a subject is 

L~________________________________________________________________ 
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crucially marked by the change in the medium of instruction in schools from English 

to Malay. Since the 1970's English has been taught as a second language in all 

Malaysian schools, as far as the teaching of the literature is concerned, the resultant 

declining standard of English has caused a sharp drop in the students opting to do 

literature as an examination subject" (Gunakumaran, 2003). 

"Widdowson (1983) points out that literature is a rich resource for teaching English 

language in the ESL classroom and helps to develop learners' four language skills as 

well as their critical thinking. The development of critical thinking will enable 

learners to predict or infer meaning source for personal development and growth that 

aims to encourage greater sensitivity and self awareness towards the understanding of 

the target language and the world around the learners, especially in this era of 

"globalisation, internationalism and borderiessness"(Saratha, 2002). Hence in 1999, 

in order to gain advantage in learning literature, the Ministry of Education introduced 

English literature as a core component in the English language secondary school 

curriculum. The main objectives of the programme are to expose students to English 

literature and model of good writing. It also aims to enhance and enrich students' 

knowledge of common expressions in the English language as well as, to develop in 

them critical thinking skills. The texts provided under this programme comprised of 

poems, short stories and novels. The mode of teaching and learning is designed to 

enable students to respond to the text, draw lessons and insight, understand and 

appreciate other cultures, and relate events and characters to one ' s own life. The 

2 
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literature component was introduce for the first time to Form t and Form 4 students 

in March 2000 and in the following year, the literature components was included in 

the SPM English Language. In the year 2002, the subject was included in the PMR 

English language. The Literature components form 20% of the Sijil Rendah Pelajaran 

(SRP) and Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) English language paper. They carry 20% 

of the total marks in the SRP and SPM English examination scores. One of the five 

English periods in secondary schools was allocated for teaching of the literature 

components and teachers are expected to teach selected text from 3 different genres 

I' 
that have been fixed. (The Development of Education National Report of Malaysia, 

2004). 

However, most of the students and the teachers in the Malaysian ESL classrooms 

faced problems, with the implementation of this literature component. According to 

Rajandaran (2003), the announcement of teaching poetry to be part of a curriculum 

for English has brought about uncertainties to a good number of teachers. In most 

cases, poetry is often avoided due to some constrains. Lacks of knowledge as well as 

interest from both teachers and students in Iliterature become the major barrier in the 

development of poetry teaching. This leads to the poor performance in teaching and 

learning poetry. This claims supported by the research done by Ganakumaran, 

Shahizah and Koo (1993), on the teachers ' perception toward the incorporation of the 

Literature Components in the Malaysian ESL Syllabus. They discovered that of the 
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total participants, 80% plea for help with the implementation of the literature lesson 

in the language classroom. 

Gurnam (1993), who had carried out a research on the students' perception toward 

studying Literature in the language classroom, stated that the outcome of her study 

indicate that the selected texts used in teaching the literature component are too 

difficult for the elementary group of students and less challenging for the advanced 

group. 

Hence, a large majority of this group of students did not gain any benefits from the 

programme. Beyond the question of students' difficulties with literary texts, is the 

issue of instructional methodology employed by teachers whereby literatures 

classless that suppose to be leaner-centered and provide opportunity for cooperative 

learning become teacher-centered classrooms. 

Studies done in the western countries support the claims made by the Malaysian 


researchers. According to Jacob (2005), in poetry, language is used in an evocatively 


and associative way, which result that the poem is likely to suggest for more than it 


. ever directly stated. More often the poetry lesson turns into a guessing game for the 


interpretation of the poetry. Maley and Duff (1986) stated that almost without 


4 




exception, any poem means more than one thing. This is the main reason that teachers 

often forced their interpretation of the poem to the students, as they need to well verse 

about the meaning of the poetry in order to answer the exam questions. Jacob (2005), 

stated "overly emphasis given on identifying the different poetic element than the 

meaning of the poem is the another reason that contributes toward the challenges face 

in implementing poetry lesson. Students are made to memorize the names of poetic 

devices and to search around the poem to find examples of them. Lack of time is the 

other aspect that influences the instructions in poetry classroom. The current trend of 

standard based instruction and the pressure both teacher and students feel at its extend 

lead to the teachers' decision to limit poetry inclusion within their curriculum 

design." 

As mention earlier in this chapter, by learning poetry students will gam the 

knowledge of using the language creatively and manipulate it in order to get their 

own interpretation. Hence with all the advantages that the students can gain by 

studying the literature component, this study seeks to find out why teachers are 

reluctant to teach poetry. What are the challenges they are facing in implementing 

this lesson and the approaches that been applied to overcome their obstacles. 
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1.2 Statement of Problem 

Taking into account the advantages that the future generation would gain by studying 

the literature components as stated earlier in this chapter and the obstacle faced in 

implementing the literature components in the language classroom this study aimed 

to find out the challenges face in teachings poetry as well as the how to overcome the 

obstruction in teaching poetry by identifying the suitable approaches that has been 

successfully applied by teachers in overcoming the challenges they faced in teaching 

poetry. 

1.3 Research Objective 

The objectives of this study are as follows: 

i. To find out the teachers' perception of poetry. 

ii. To find out the challenges faced by the teachers in poetry teaching. 

iii. To discover possible factors that contributes toward the challenges in 

teaching poetry. 

IV. 	 To investigate the practice and approaches that been applied In 

overcoming the challenges in teaching poetry. 
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1.4 Research Questions. 

The study is guided by the following questions. 

i. Do the teachers learn poetry in school? 

ii. Do they enjoy the poetry lesson? 

iii. What make teachers like and dislike poetry? 

iv. Do the teachers have any formal or informal education in teaching 

poetry? 

v. Do teachers have difficulties in teaching poetry? 

vi. What do teachers do to enhance their knowledge in poetry and poetry 

teaching? 

vii. What are the difficulties faced in teaching poetry? 

viii. What methods do the teachers use to teach poetry? 

viii. Do teachers find the methods suitable to teach poetry? 

ix. How are the methods suitable in implementing the poetry lesson in a 

multi diverse classroom? 
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1.5 Conceptual Framework 

The independent variables in this study are teachers training in the subject of 

literature and their teaching methodology, poetry's complex language and choices of 

poetry texts that been use. Meanwhile, the dependent variable is the challenges faced 

by the teachers in teaching poetry. The first independent variable is the teachers 

training in literature components and their teaching methodology. This refers to the 

teachers' background knowledge on the subject matter as well as the approach that 

they use in the classroom to implement the poetry lesson. The lack of knowledge and 

a good teaching methodology would demotivate the students to learn poetry. 

Motivating students is one of the greatest challenges faced by teachers in the 

classroom. The second independent variable is the time constrain in teaching the 

literature component as literature is only taught 40 minutes per week in the 

classroom. This limits the teachers to expose the students in great details on the 

subject matter. The last independent variable is the choices of poetry texts used in the 

classroom. Teachers who are not given the choice on the selection of the texts used in 

literature lessons won't be able to choose a text that will cater to the needs of their 

multi diverse students. The dependent variable in this research is influenced by all the 

independent variable mention earlier. Through this study the researcher also intent to 

identify which independent variable is most influential to the dependent variable. 
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1.6 Significant oftbe study. 

The research intended to be a valuable resource and guide on the strategies used in 

implementing poetry lesson in real life situation for teachers who are currently doing 

their first degree in UNIMAS as well as for future teachers, the ESL students. It also 

gives an insight to society on what is happening in the Malaysian ESL classroom. 

1.7 Definition of key terms 

i. Poetry 

According to Rosenblatt (1978)," The poem ... must be though of as an event in 

time. It is not an object or ideal entity. It happens during a coming-together, a 

compenetration of a reader and a text. The reader brings to the text his past 

experience and present personality. Under the magnetism of the ordered 

symbols oftbe text, he marshals his resources and crystallizes out from the stuff 

of memory, thought and feeling a new order, a new experience, which he sees 

as the poem". (Benton, Teasey, Bell and Hurts, 1988) 

Kirszner & Mandell (2004), stated that one way of defining poetry is to say that 

it uses language to condense experience into an intensely concentrated package, 

with each sound, each word, each image and each line carrying great weight. 
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ii. "Challenges" 

According to Sinclair (1994), the word challenge means a demanding or 

stimulating situation. Demand refers to something that requires special effort or 

scarified. When employed in the context of teaching poetry, challenges refer to 

the demand of the special effort that the teachers need to put up in order to teach 

the students the literature component, the poems. 

1.8 Limitation of the study 

The result is based on the rural, secondary teachers in SM Maura Tuang and might 

not be representative of all teachers' population in Sarawak. There is a concern on the 

teachers' sincerities in answering the interview, as their responses will reflect their 

credibility as a teacher. 
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CHAPTER TWO 


LITERATURE REVIEW 


2 0 Introduction. 

This chapter discusses poetry as a subject, types of poetry, practices in teaching 

poetry, types ofdifficulties and related studies in the teaching of poetry. 

2.1 Poetry as a subject. 

ince poetry express emotion, "it has the perfect genre to help students make sense of 

unportant events in their life such as death, divorce and friendship issues, family 

concerns and even terrorism" (Perfect, 1996). 

nses of discovery, the realism that a poem can be fun, the encouragement to play 

with words in English are all of fundamental importance with learner of all ages," this 

element of discovery gives a new realm of freedom of expression to the learning 

situation, which is a vital to encouragement to communication." (McRae, 1991). 
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He added that the more a text is open to interpretation, the further it is removed from 

the closed areas of restricted discourse, limited reaction and functional purpose. 

Therefore poems give ways to the readers to make connotative meanings with the 

consequent opening-up associations, emotion and ideas. 

According to Carter and Long (1991), as cited in Zafeiriadou (2002), through poetry 

De can learn about the history as well as the culture of a community as poetry is 

written based on real life situations and themes that one can relate to their daily life 

experiences. Therefore it evokes a sense of realism to its readers. As poetry allowed 

readers the freedom to make their own interpretation on the message that been 

conveyed, it leaves space for self-expression and for creativity productive activities. 

Therefore it becomes as essential subject to be taught in schools and institution of 

higher learning and universities. 

It has been argued that poetry frequently break the 'rules" of language, but in doing 

SO it communicate with the readers in a fresh, original way" Lazar (1993). When 

using poetry in the classroom, we could therefore exploit the unusual use of language 

find in it as a basis for expending the students' language awareness and 

interpretative abilities. 

Poetry usually requires students to be critical readers so that they will able to read 

between the lines in order to understand the message that the poet is trying to convey. 

Frequently, students only look at the literal meanings and do not look beyond it. 

12 
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poetry that 

language 

Quite 

There are some poets from different generation and cultural background that use 

poetry to achieve different agendas. Confronted with the different nature of these 

poems, readers require extra time and effort to understand the message in the poems 

ruch some readers may not be willing to do so. For that reason, there is a 

tendency to conclude that all poems are boring. Unfortunately this claim has some 

basis as well, particularly when we observe those poems with unfamiliar vocabulary 

and social or cultural setting which require additional background search to be able to 

understand them. Croft and Cross (2000), support these statements by stating, "the 

was written hundred of years ago are very much different from the 

we use today. Words may have changed in meanings, hold different 

connotation or may simply have been outmoded. The references or allusions used 

would have been understood and have held some significance to a reader in the poet's 

own age but often means little for us today." Therefore the tasks of understanding the 

poetry would require a certain level of proficiency in the language and not all 

students have it. Some of them do not have literature background while in school. 

a number of students find it challenging · to use English as a means of 

COJDIDWlication. The addition of poems in the English syllabus makes the language 

even more challenging. 

mentioned by Perfect (1996) and McRae (1991), poetry can be exploit in various 

y to assist the students in practicing the language as well as to give them the 

freedom to express themselves as the students can relate themselves with most of the 
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