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Teacher Gu�deGett�ng �nto Poetry
Engl�sh Lesson Notes

 Lesson notes
The speaker �n a poem �s the person who conveys 
the ma�n �deas to the reader or l�stener.
The speaker is also known as the voice of the text or the 
persona we are listening to in the poem. Never assume 
that the poet and the speaker are one and the same! 
To help you identify the speaker in a poem you need to 
ask yourself:
 • Who am I listening to?
 • What is he or she like?
The sett�ng refers to the t�me per�od, the place or 
phys�cal env�ronment �n wh�ch the poem �s set.
Every poem is influenced by what is happening around 
it so knowing the setting helps us to determine the 
meaning of a poem.
Often the setting is hinted at in the poem, so write down 
the clues you find as to what the setting might be when 
you read the poem.
Narrat�ve refers to a story be�ng told.
Whilst narrative poems usually have a plot or story line, 
most poems, involve emotion. This means that the plot 
can be distorted by the poet’s personal opinions. For 
example, events can be described out of sequence or 
there may be no story line – only the expression of an 
idea. 
Tone refers to the k�nd of feel�ng the words �n the 
poem convey to the reader or l�stener. 
The tone of a poem can be angry, resigned, bored, 
excited or sad etc…
Tone depends on:
 • the writer’s attitude towards the audience 
 • the writer’s attitude about the subject
 • the context of the poem 
 • the effect that the poet plans to achieve.
The subject of a poem can give us clues about the tone 
of a poem. For example, if the poem is dealing with a 
morbid topic, like the death of a loved-one, the tone is 
unlikely to be light-hearted.

The specific diction or words that the poet uses could 
also indicate the tone of the poem. For example if a writer 
talks about “the stench of the city” rather than “the aroma 
of the city” we know that he views the city negatively.
Verbal �rony �s the pract�ce of say�ng one th�ng 
when you mean the oppos�te, for emphas�s or 
effect. 
One form of verbal irony is understatement.
“A little water clears us of this deed”
This statement is an example of making the truth (in this 
case committing murder) seem insignificant. 
Another example of verbal irony is overstatement or 
hyperbole. This occurs when a comment is exaggerated. 
“This way I salute you:
My hand pulse to my back trousers pocket
Or into my inner jacket pocket
For my pass, my life,
Jo’burg City.”
In these lines from the poem “City Johannesburg” 
Mongane Wally Serote talks about his pass book as 
being ‘his life’. This is obviously not strictly true, however 
if you look at the context of the poem and the political 
atmosphere of the time, this hyperbole emphasises the 
strict enforcement of pass laws.
The poet’s �ntent�on �s what he or she �s try�ng to 
ach�eve by wr�t�ng a poem.
• To determine the poet’s intention, think about:
 • the life experiences of the poet
 • where the poet was at the time that the poem  

 was written
 • your own understanding of the world or   

 yourself from interaction with the poem

Subject, Tone and Intent�on
In this lesson, we look at the elements of a poem which contribute to the meaning of the poem. We explore the 
concepts of subject or speaker, tone and intention.

 Lesson Outcomes
By the end of this lesson, you should be able to:
• identify the subject or voice of the poem
• comment on the tone of the poem
• explain the intention of the poet
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• recognise the writer’s and/or the character’s 

viewpoint and give supporting evidence from the 
text (linked to task)

?  TASK
1. In your anthology, look for an example of a narrative 

poem – one which tells a story. 
2. Try to identify the speaker, the setting, the 

circumstances of the situation and the character(s). 
3. Under these headings, write down all you can discover 

about the poem.
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