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Preto 

This volume proposes three interrelated goals. The first 
is t o encourage , record , an d disseminat e th e 
imaginative work of young Hong Kong school children. 
The second i s to produc e accompanyin g material s t o 
the poem s tha t explai n th e Movin g Poetr y projec t i n 
terms of its efficacy for teaching creative and language 
abilities. Th e thir d i s t o offe r strategie s fo r teachin g 
creative writing, particularly poetry , to children in urban, 
multilingual, and multicultural societies like Hong Kong. 
However, th e constraints o f space mad e i t impossibl e 
for us to fully engage the last two goals. Moving Poetry, 
in it s presen t form , therefore , serve s mor e a s a 
collection of poems by young Hong Kong children than 
as a  pedagogica l textboo k fo r elementar y an d 
secondary teachers. The introduction and the afterword 
do not attempt to develop the materials o r to explicate 
in ful l th e proces s o f teache r training , individua l 
workshop strategie s an d teacher-student interactions , 
and relation s betwee n the training an d strategies an d 
the poem s that no w appear i n this anthology. Rather , 
we hav e privilege d th e poem s compose d b y th e 
children. 

We were careful never to write for the children. The 
young poet s posses s thei r own words, images, ideas, 
and feelings. Revisin g thei r drafts , we did not e thos e 
images tha t mos t move d us . W e quote d wit h relis h 
those part s o f thei r languag e tha t w e found original , 



pleasing, an d surprising ; an d w e suggeste d revisio n 
(and deletion ) o f exces s lines , awkwar d choice s o f 
vocabulary, and infelicities that we recognized from our 
own poeti c practices . 

This collection represent s onl y a  small percentag e 
of th e poem s fro m th e workshops . Selectio n i s 
subjective, perhap s reflectin g mor e o f ou r aestheti c 
positions and values than the individual poems do. We 
read al l the children' s poems . Man y lovel y ones hav e 
not bee n included . The poe t o r subjec t ma y alread y 
have been heavil y over-represented, or the poem was 
too similar i n thought o r image to another . 

We added necessary punctuation . Occasionally, we 
changed tense endings for subject-verb agreemen t o r 
consistency. Thi s revisin g fo r "prope r grammar " wa s 
undertaken sparingly ; w e alway s wante d t o remai n 
faithful t o th e writer' s voice . Ou r majo r revisio n wa s 
pruning. A  fe w poem s ar e shorter . W e too k th e 
responsibility o f "editing," that is , dropping weak lines . 
The majority o f poems, though, appear exactly as they 
were submitted . With two o r three, we rearranged th e 
stanzas (no t th e words) . W e respecte d th e poems ' 
autonomy Thes e poem s ar e th e poem s th e childre n 
wrote. 

Moving Poetr y was co-organized b y the Universit y 
of Hon g Kon g an d th e Standin g Committe e o n 
Language Education and Research (SCOLAR), with the 
support o f the Language Fund . We thank the project' s 
Steering Committee and Chairman Mr . Victor Cha, the 
Department o f English at the Universit y o f Hong Kong, 
the universit y administration , and the University' s 90t h 
Anniversary Secretaria t for their support of the project . 
We ar e gratefu l t o th e participatin g poet-teacher s 



Louise Ho, Timothy Kaiser , Agnes Lam, Dino Mahoney, 
Mani Rao , Venus Tsang , Eliza Wong , and Wong Ho -
Yin. Ou r thank s als o t o th e Hon g Kon g Universit y 
students wh o assiste d i n the workshops: Bett y Chan , 
Sanaz Fotouhi , Cind y Hui , Ruth Hung , Keo n Woon g 
Lee, Shalin i Nanwani , Carlo s C . Perito , Davin a To , 
Nicholas Y.B . Wong an d Nicol e Wong . Dr . Jennife r 
McMahon was a superb creative administrator. We also 
thank th e Associat e Dea n o f Education , Dr . K.W . 
Cheung, who took on the responsibilit y o f outreach to 
the participatin g student s an d schools : Canadia n 
International Primar y School ; Creative Primary School; 
Heep Yunn Primary School; Marymount Primary School; 
Po Leung Kuk Luk Hing Tao Primary School; St. Francis 
of Assisi' s Carita s School ; St . Paul' s Co-educationa l 
[Kennedy Road ] Primar y School ; St . Paul' s Co -
educational [Macdonnel l Road]  Primar y School ; St . 
Stephen's Girls ' Primar y School ; Victori a Englis h 
Primary School ; Canadia n Internationa l Secondar y 
School; La w Tin g Pon g Secondar y School ; Sacre d 
Heart Canossian College; SKH Bishop Mok Sau Tseng 
Secondary School ; St. Clare's Girls ' School ; St . Joan 
of Arc Secondar y School ; St . Paul' s Conven t School ; 
True Light Middle School of Hong Kong; and Wah Yan 
College, Hon g Kong . We gratefull y salut e Pro-Vice -
Chancellor Professor K.M. Cheng for sharing our vision. 
Finally w e than k Sona l Srivastav a fo r he r hel p wit h 
preparation of the manuscript, the school principals and 
teachers involve d i n the project , th e parent s whos e 
enthusiasm was infectious , and above al l the childre n 
whose remarkable poems make this anthology possible. 
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The Swee t 

The first time I  ate sweets, 
It was a strawberry sweet . 
Oh! I t was so sour . 
Tooooooooo! I  spat i t out. 
After that I  didn't like strawberries anymore . 

And I  tried to eat grape sweets. 
Em i t tasted toooooo sweet , 
So I  don't like grapes anymore. 

After 1997 , 
I have found a Green Tea Sweet 
At a Japanese Restaurant . 
It suits me! 
It is not too sweet or too sour . 
It's just right . 

Zoe Lavinia Lau 
Primary 5, St. Stephen's Girls'  Primary School 

The goose eats seafood, 
as i t chases smal l fishes 
in the ocean. 

Honk Honk Gulp. 

Justin Ho 
Primary 5, St Paul's  Co-Ed (Macdonnell Road) Primary School 



My Whale Speak s o f Gibberis h 

I've know n gibberish. 

I've know n gibberish, as nonsensical as Xavier. 

My spirit has grown like the giberman's. 

I learned giberphibi t very hard . 
I drank the pures t water from gibberzon. 

Philip Lui 
Primary 5, Canadian International School 

Rice Dumplin g 

I'm Mis s Rice Dumpling. 
I'm mad e of rice and pork . 
I smell nice and soft . 

I'm Mr . Rice Dumpling. 
My clothes are green and 
My inside i s light brown. 
And I  am salty. 
If you eat me too much 
You will be sick. 

Ching Yi 
Primary 6,  PLK Luk Hing Too  Primary School 



I wish I  were a  wise wizard 
I wish I  had a waggery wand 
I wish i t had weird wonders 
I wish my wonders were as wild as the north wind 
I wish the north wind would no t whisper lik e worms 
I wish the worms would no t wiggle int o my walls. 

Angela Cheung 
Primary 5,  Marymount Primary School 

Wishes 

I wish I  had an elder sister , as kind as a fairy 
godmother. 

I wish I  owned a  black limousine , as long as the 
Amazon River . 

I wish I  were an old oak tree, with birds perching on 
me. 

I wish I  lived in a volcano, with red and orange 
everywhere. 

I wish I  were an alien, with branches on my head. 
I wish I  were a Porsche, driven by men really fast. 
I wish I  were a blackboard, with words written on me. 
I wish my father were a woman, so he won't be so 

fierce. 
I wish my school were buil t in space, so I  could go to 

school on UFOs. 
I wish Hon g Kong was a green city, with fresh air and 

a nice environment . 

Jeannette Ip 
Primary 6,  Marymount Primary School 



Riddle Poe m 

When it' s very cold , 
I'm ver y hard . 
When the weather i s mild , 
I move about wherever I  like. 
When i t gets very hot , 
I fly with the wind. 

(answer: water ) 

Candy Chan 
Form 3, True  Light Middle School 

I wish I  can go to America. 
I wish I  can go to Neverland with Pete r Pan. 
I wish m y home can be as big as the sky. 
I wish I  have pink wings and can play on the moon. 
I wish I  can eat a bowl of ice-cream everyday . 

Cossette Lau 
Primary 6,  PLK Luk Hing Too  Primary School 
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Snow 

Ah! Snow i s quite white. 
It drops on the blue sea 
Like a white paper . 

Jennifer Chow 
Primary 6,  Marymount Primary School 

There was a  young ma n from Shek O 
Who hated to play the piano. 
He hated to play 
And he hated to stay 
So he hurried away from Shek O. 

Melissa Yeung 
Form 2, True Light Middle School 

Loneliness 
is a friend 
of the elderly . 

Chu Christy 
Form 2, True  Light Middle School 
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What Ar e Littl e Girl s Mad e Of ? 

What are littl e girls made of, mad e of? 
Lace dresses and the wind of spring, 
Sweet kisse s flying through the air , 
A juicy peac h hanging from a tree 
With lot s of butterflies flying around it . 
A piano playing automatic lov e songs. 

What are little boys made of, mad e of? 
Animal waste and methane gas, 
Cockroach leg s and CFC, 
Rows of shark teeth 
And a tongue mad e of a bloody knife . 

Christy Chu 
Form 2, True Light Middle School 

+ *L  # 
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When I  Am Happ y 

When I  am happy , 
I jump up. 

When I  am sad, 
I drink 7-up . 

When I  am angry, 
I eat a Chupa-Chup. 

When I  am lonely , 
I throw some plasti c cups. 

Chris Tsui 
Primary 4, Victoria English Primary School 

When I  Grow U p 

When I  grow up, 
I want to be an artist. 

I'll dra w my future. 
I'll dra w my past. 
I'll dra w my happiness. 
I'll dra w my sadness. 

Angela Li 
Primary 4, Marymount Primary School 

SB 



People Wh o Liv e i n Hon g Kon g 

People who live in Hong Kong 
are very busy . 
Every day they go to work, 
work and work. 
Why don' t they play or sleep? 

People who live in Hong Kong 
go to work b y the MTR. 
They are al l tired and si t quietly . 
I think they didn' t hav e 
a good sleep las t night . 

Women who live in Hong Kong 
always pla y with one another . 
But sometimes they don' t cook dinner . 
Why? Becaus e they al l have a servant. 

People who live in Hong Kong 
are al l very busy . 

Helen Lai 
Primary 4, St. Paul's Co-Ed  (Kennedy Rd) Primary School 



p * : » 

Extension t o th e Hon g Kon g Conventio n 
Centre 

The figure dips and i t sways 
It pirouettes then disappears 
Behind nooks and crannies 
Appearing again in full frontal 
It sweeps awa y 
Into a gigantic curv e 

I follow the flow 
Through your bold surfacings 
To your mos t secret interstice s 
Through your finest mes h 
Your exposed girders 
I shall remember your multiple nuditie s 
When you become fully dres t 
As the largest unsupported space in Asia 

Louise Ho 
from: New Ends Old  Beginnings 



To a  Frien d Wh o Ha s N o Us e fo r Poetr y 

Yet you remind me of e.e. cummings. 

Your desk untidy , 
Bills moulded together a t the bottom of your wallet , 
More sugar please in your already stormy coffee . 
To over one hundred people , 
You owe at least twenty dollars . 

You never rea d manuals . 
Never bothe r with sunscreen. 
Cannonballing of f the high board, 
Fully dressed, 
Tie and all, 
Into a pool deep with practicality , 
You soak us into smiles. 

Timothy Kaiser 

m 



Kitexmxi 

Poems as Actions: Teaching the Craft 
of Writing Poems to Hong Kong 
Schoolchildren 

Page Richard s 

This attemp t b y al l o f u s to brin g childre n an d poem s 
together, i t turns out , i s like bringing together fish and 
water. Schoolchildren of Hong Kong already swim. What 
is a grape for Jessica Sze? "Looks like the earth / Colors 
the in k o f m y pen. " How doe s Thoma s Chi u se e th e 
Peak? Throug h hi s father's eye s first : "H e said , 'Yo u 
can se e /  al l the things i n Hon g Kong. ' /  I  saw man y 
things, more than anyone could see. /1 could even see 
my apartment, /  my room, my toys, and m y bed." 

Moving Poetr y starte d wit h a  voyag e b y Shirle y 
Geok-lin Lim : to find poem s i n Hon g Kong' s childre n 
and t o revisi t Hon g Kon g throug h th e children' s 
imaginations. A s a  series o f workshop s an d trainin g 
sessions i n the spring at The University of Hong Kong, 
Moving Poetry coaxed teachers to hand down the craft 
of writin g poems , a  treasur e applicabl e t o childre n 
everywhere. I t i s eas y fo r them ; they're ope n t o th e 
world. We just hel p them recogniz e it . 

Learning t o b e a  carefu l observe r i s a  for m o f 



empathy. I t leads to the protection and preservation o f 
the children' s home : "Breath e th e bus y air , fee l th e 
excitement, with n o pressure," advises Fabi a Cheung. 
At th e sam e time , Hon g Kong' s internationa l positio n 
— its intermingling of tongues — makes words volatile, 
particularly capabl e for admitting change and revision. 
About deliverin g word s t o others , Hon g Kon g poe t 
Leung Ping-kwa n writes , "Delivere d so , the y ar e n o 
longer th e sam e words; they drif t /  on an expanse o f 
water, hel d i n the surges and ripple s o f waves." 

Thus, beaut y wa s no t onl y i n the children , bu t i n 
the lesson of developing successfu l ways to teach the 
craft o f poems i n English to Asian schoolchildren . Fo r 
three Saturdays i n late April and early Ma y more than 
150 school children in Hong Kong learned how to make 
things wit h words . What the y create d als o taugh t us , 
the teachers. Any teacher learns from the freshness of 
children. Fo r Natali e Yeung, just eatin g a  banana let s 
in th e jungle : "Whe n I  was eatin g a  banana , a  lio n 
roared. /  A  tige r roare d too. " An d Tsan g He i Ma n 
fashions the wind: " I wish I  could b e the wind. / I  wish 
I coul d b e a  wind designer. " Yeun g Yi u Hon g hold s 
down th e real : "Th e sk y i s blu e /  Whe n i t i s /  Earl y 
morning, /  It' s yello w orang e /  I n the morning . /  I t i s 
light blue / I n the afternoon." Poems hold up words as 
choices. Th e moo n create s man y moon s an d a 
question: " I can se e /  A re d moo n /  I n the morning . / 
And I  can see /  A black moo n a t midnigh t /  Why d o I 
say that? " ask s Le e K a Yee. We ar e responsibl e fo r 
making thos e choice s increasingl y clea r an d passin g 
on the magic . 

All o f u s teaching fo r Movin g Poetr y attempte d t o 
do this i n our classrooms . I t was a  bi g idea , bu t on e 



that wa s also  i n man y way s natural , overlooked ye t 
easily available . I  have bee n for years bot h a  teacher 
and performer . M y work o n man y stages  lead s m e to 
know tha t goo d show s o r classe s mak e goo d 
participants fro m thei r audiences . Thus , the teachers ' 
collaborative work in Moving Poetry leads us, we hope, 
to join finally with new teachers. The next teachers will 
help other s t o recogniz e an d shap e pattern s o f 
experience, memory for example . A burning candle i n 
the darkened classroom leads Sinting Yip to the memory 
of a very dark night : "The stars still sparked, but not as 
bright a s before. " The n begin s a  second memor y o f 
dreams: "The scene le d me back to my dreams." 

Both privat e journa l an d publi c document , ou r 
classrooms included Main Building 201, Seminar Room 
113G, and the large conference room by the courtyard, 
Room 104. Private conversations between teachers and 
students bega n abou t sharks ' wetnes s an d bears ' 
loudness, th e subjects . Experience d teacher s 
interrupted Chau Ton and Hiu Laam to help. The shark's 
wetness becomes cleanliness: "What's your body when 
it's wet?" / Can you make i t clean?" The bea r too was 
refashioned in private, back at the desk. "Shouting loud," 
the bea r i s asked, "What happene d to you?" 

Compiling a  publi c recor d o f successfu l practice s 
started as soon as we spoke together about our ideas. 
Shirley Geok-li n Li m an d I  began b y leadin g trainin g 
sessions fo r the teacher-poets i n the Mai n Buildin g to 
outline together some of these exercises. We all agreed, 
for instance, upon a circle formation for the chairs, rather 
than lines . I n a  circl e th e childre n woul d fee l par t o f 
one another. (Th e circle remained the metaphor ; eac h 
class we came 'round and 'round to the same patterns 



but wit h mor e t o thin k about , mor e t o feel. ) Anima l 
poems wer e suggeste d a s invitin g themes . W e als o 
talked abou t activitie s i n whic h th e whol e o f th e 
children's bodie s woul d b e involved : noses , fingers , 
ears, hands . One teacher develope d a n extraordinar y 
exercise usin g perspective . A s th e teache r said , thi s 
approach wa s inspire d b y Wallac e Stevens' s poe m 
"Thirteen Way s o f Lookin g a t a  Blackbird, " i n which a 
blackbird, flyin g ou t o f sight , "marke d th e edg e /  O f 
one o f man y circles. " Mad e o f words , th e children' s 
poems also came ou t o f seeing a n object relationally. 
Each child was asked to stand near an object, such as 
a candle , then walk fa r away from i t and look back . A 
student could also hold the same object above the head, 
just befor e standing on a desk to look down on it . One 
girl sa w a  candle's actio n b y creating a  second look . 
The flame is first a "crisis." Then this: "A candle / is shy 
little smiling girl s / with thei r triangular , pin k faces." 

We talke d togethe r abou t addin g music , suc h a s 
Pachelbel, to ai d memory . I n class, the exercis e wa s 
turned into a home for memory. Pachelbe l was played, 
while the sound of waves was added. The children were 
still, as they remembered something. Immediately paper 
was hande d out , an d th e childre n wrot e abou t thei r 
experiences o f things or people in Hong Kong: "Mr. Lai 
took m e / to ride on the Sta r Ferry, " began Hele n Lai. 
Feeling seasick bu t special, the rider concludes, "Why 
couldn't the sea / not have any waves? / But the waves 
are / beautiful. " 

Varying tone and timing was also importan t for us. 
We discussed havin g them work independently , and in 
groups. On e teacher' s exercis e ha d eac h chil d 
contribute one line to a class pastiche: "My legs are as 



long as snakes. / The turtles are as hard as titanium. / 
Lions soun d lik e m y schoo l bell . /  . . . M y eye s ar e 
fishballs, when I  was a baby," begins one collaborative 
poem. Whil e th e student s wer e working , we agreed , 
we would generall y le t them forge t abou t punctuatio n 
and spellin g an d grammar . A s on e teache r said , 
"Grammar an d sense should no t be over-emphasize d 
if we want to enter their poeti c world." We encouraged 
the reading of poems out loud to one another, including 
group readings . Recitation s o f th e cit y names , fo r 
example —  Shanghai , Seattle , Toronto , Beijin g — 
permitted u s to be born again , together a s poets. 

Language for poem s i s also action, a way children 
can move themselves from one place to another: from 
a "before" to an "after, " from bein g smal l to being big, 
from the body of a person to the mind of an animal (we 
had given the smallest children beanie babies, so each 
child had an immediate friend from another world). We 
wanted poem s a s transportatio n fro m on e worl d t o 
another, fro m a  "sof t patc h o f grass " to a  plane ove r 
Phuket, from Pokfulam Road to the inside of Carol Yu's 
tick of time: "The plant of life nourishes on something / 
called time, / from which days, hours and minutes pass 
by / al l started i n the tick o f a second." Out of the tick 
comes somethin g special : "The hour s extend int o the 
brilliant sunset,  /  and from i t blossoms the nigh t sky , / 
and within the nigh t lies twinkles o f sprinkling." 

Poems were a way to move them into new ways of 
themselves. Som e student s a t first wer e afraid : what 
to d o with thi s unusua l thin g i n their hands ? On e gir l 
had written a shape poem, in the form of a balloon, but 
did not trust its poemness. Her teacher had to slide the 
paper gently bu t forcefully fro m the top o f her desk to 



collect it. Older students occasionally felt self-conscious. 
Poems belonge d to poets they had studied: Li Po and 
Shakespeare an d Men g Hao-jan . Ho w coul d they , 
young peopl e sittin g nea r th e mai n courtyar d on e 
afternoon, compete? But listen to Jenny Cheng: "I wish 
I were a  map holdin g the ocean and land. " 

We are aware, too, that poems have too often been 
painfully reduced to "meanings" or "messages." Poems 
are no t that. All o f us look a t them as a way to  see or 
— better — as a way to move. As poems move forward, 
so doe s a  student' s self-confidence . B y choosin g " a 
goose" instea d o f " a bird, " fo r example , a  miracl e 
happens. The lon g "o " is funny. A lon g nec k appear s 
with it . A  goos e live s i n place s tha t ostriches , fo r 
instance, don't inhabit . So a world appears around the 
goose tha t wa s no t ther e before . "Goose " als o ha s 
associations wit h fair y tale s an d golde n eggs . Whe n 
Justin Chin g Ho , a boy who ha d bee n given a  goose 
beanie baby , chose the word "goose " i n his poe m for 
"bird," he saw an abyss and a dive and something else, 
the beaut y an d horro r o f it s mechanics : "Amon g th e 
creatures o f th e deep , /  I  saw a  goose , /  i n metalli c 
grey, / diving in the abyss, / stealthily, neck straight." In 
other words, he thought in new ways by saying in new 
ways. B y seeing the goose slowly h e saw it s metalli c 
feathers. Sigh t an d insigh t combine , an d Justi n 
becomes bot h a witness and a creator . 

What worked best in our classrooms occurred when 
children perceived and wrote images simultaneously i n 
sounds, touch , an d action . On e o f th e teacher s ha d 
the light s turned out while the children passe d aroun d 
several object s t o taste, smell , touch, and hear . Anita 
Mak knows a pineapple: "Hard and dry outside, / Green 



hat o n head. " I  had the m pain t a  hous e (i t coul d b e 
anything, a horse or person) twice. The first time, they 
were asked to give exceedingly littl e detail. The second 
time they were to see the same image in slower motion. 
We als o trie d sometime s t o slo w thei r hand s down . 
Some o f the m painte d i n slow motio n a s well . Ever y 
body par t i s a  par t o f the whole , s o the orga n o f th e 
eye is slowed down appreciably after the children learn 
to slow their hands in painting. By using their fingers to 
paint and immediately moving their fingers to write, they 
found shaping to be alike i n both drawing and writing. 
In the first picture, Stephanie Tsang's house had a path; 
in th e second , i t wa s re d wit h "clear " window s an d 
"green bushes, " an d —  surprise ! —  "juic y re d 
strawberries aroun d it. " 

Teachers regularl y wen t aroun d th e roo m to hea r 
all the voices . On e bo y was immediatel y engage d b y 
the attention. He was lovely, thick-haired, very formally 
dressed. Serious , h e wa s a  reminde r o f Coventr y 
Patmore's exquisite "Son," with the careful and serious 
play of a child: "My little Son, who look'd from thoughtful 
eyes /  And move d an d spok e i n quiet grown-u p wis e 
. .  . had put within his reach, / A box of counters and a 
red-vein'd stone / A piece of glass abraded by the beach 
. .  .  And tw o Frenc h coppe r coins , range d ther e wit h 
careful /  art , /  To comfort hi s sad heart. " The childre n 
did not consider carefulness to be an unnatural addition 
to language-making . 

Our assistants helped to make the settings, as much 
as possible, playful, open, inviting. We did not stand in 
the center of the circle. We all walked around and made 
suggestions fo r a  poem tha t migh t b e a  specia l fit : a 
boy's cap , a  girl' s blue-stripe d pen . Assistants ofte n 



began at the other end of the circle so that the attention 
was immediatel y forthcoming . Childre n raise d thei r 
hands, thrust their papers forward for us to see. Some 
of th e boy s calle d ou t th e part s o f thei r poem s tha t 
required help . As one teacher said, "kids found i t really 
hard t o expres s a  feeling tha t the y ha d no t though t 
about; the y reall y neede d u s to provid e material s fo r 
them as we asked them to think, transform, and create 
out o f the given materials. " 

Children nee d som e kin d o f for m t o begin . Th e 
language for poems can be found in the most common 
things, such as paint . Children ca n lear n ways to thin 
language (whe n i t needs more light) , to add blues and 
greens and black (when contrast is important), to move 
it with a brush in stanzas of three lines, four lines, short 
lines, half lines. Teachers can help them. Kenneth Koch, 
a poe t who ha s worked extensivel y wit h teaching th e 
craft o f poem s i n Ne w York t o childre n an d t o who m 
this projec t i s indebted, has found several examples of 
actions tha t hel p to organize perceptions : " I Used To/ 
But Now" ; " I See m T o Be / Bu t Reall y I  Am," bot h o f 
course variations on "Before/After." With help from poets 
such as Adrienne Rich and Langston Hughes, we added 
some: "You're wondering i f I'm lonely:  I  OK then, yes, 
I'm lonely"  an d "I'v e know n rivers:  I  Ancient , dusk y 
rivers," for example. Other exercises included fairy tales: 
one class reimagined the fairy-tale structure for modern 
Hong Kon g stories : "Cinderella  wen t t o the firework s 
all fancy," begins Becky Martyn. Whom does she meet? 
"Cinderella went to the fireworks. / She met a business 
tycoon." Another clas s aske d abou t trees : "Why D o I 
Like Trees?" "Because trees are tall. Trees are strong. 
/ They aren't afraid of the rain and storm," answers Ng 

m 



Chung Yan. Color poems came out of one class. About 
Yellow, ther e wer e tiger s knockin g ove r basket s wit h 
"bananas, lemons , an d mangoe s i n it, " witnessed b y 
Cheng Yuk Kin. 

Deliberately, w e sometime s mad e famous , well -
crafted poem s worse . W e di d i t t o sho w the m wha t 
was lost. We reduced a runner in a Walt Whitman poem 
to statement: "There i s a runner on the s t ree t . . . . H e 
runs with hi s arms at his side." We had them stand up 
and imitat e suc h a  runner. The n we ha d them imitat e 
the runner , Whitman' s runne r wit h hi s "lightl y close d 
fists." They saw more. They felt their own bodies more 
delicately. On e boy , Xavie r Tarn , chose a  slam dun k 
and saw i t more keenly, connected i t to other things he 
has thought about: a skunk's "heart is a basketball that 
is dribbled b y a  player lef t an d right. " We hope d tha t 
they woul d se e suc h comparisons , comparison s tha t 
later wil l tur n int o historie s fo r them , th e beaut y o f 
histories i n expression : eventually , shan-sui-shih, 
Chinese poem s o f "mountain s an d rivers, " ballads , 
sonnets, yes, but also pediments and fugues and, when 
they're olde r perhaps , cycles o f history and families. 

Part o f ou r responsibilit y wa s t o creat e suc h 
background map s an d continuities , one s the y coul d 
inhabit and write and revise for themselves. One method 
was t o creat e link s an d repetition s throug h al l th e 
sessions. A  class , fo r instance , ha d fou r part s eac h 
session: the "stimulus " stage ; writing stage ; recitatio n 
stage; finalizing of drafts for submission. Another worked 
consistently wit h haiku . I n tw o o f ou r classes , w e 
entered th e live s o f animal s progressively . Willia m 
Blake's poem , "The Tyger, " beginning , "Tyger ! Tyger ! 
burning brigh t / In the forests of the night," led the way 



in one class. June Lau, rethinking her pony, responded, 
"If you hea r me , neigh, neigh / You know I  am trotting 
by /  lik e the wind , th e wind. " I n another , th e childre n 
wrote the name s o f their beani e babie s o n the board, 
along with the kind of animal, its habitat, how it moves, 
what i t doe s i n th e day , wha t i t doe s a t night . Eac h 
week, o f course , th e boar d wa s erased . Eac h wee k 
they starte d again . They coul d writ e wha t the y wrot e 
before or  revis e wha t the y wrot e b y addin g detail , 
following the "life" of the animal more closely, now that 
they were learnin g to see i n slow motion. 

Increasingly, the y entere d th e min d o f the anima l 
that they originally were only writing about.  At first they 
did no t see this , bu t the elements o n the boar d ever y 
week becom e mor e accurate , mor e precis e i n visio n 
and attention. Where there was a rabbit on the board, 
there soon appears a  "nibbler." That same "nibbler" by 
the thir d class , o n th e board , become s a  "nibble r 
nibbling leaves. " 

Children like d writing on the board , and they were 
at th e sam e tim e transgressing . The y dare d a t th e 
board, an d the y brough t tha t important , wonderfu l 
feeling bac k wit h the m t o thei r desks . Lik e th e haik u 
and lik e th e four-par t sessions , th e repetitio n o f th e 
practice becam e refrain s tha t we made for them. Like 
a goo d refrai n th e patter n bega n t o fol d int o th e 
children's poems. We therefore tried to have the children 
recycle what they learne d an d increas e thei r abilities . 
We al l taught revisio n regularly , a t first i n litera l ways: 
seeing things again. A scientist in a first drawing stands 
nowhere i n particular ; i n the second the scientis t ha s 
experiments in a lab, so the verb changed from "thinks" 
to "experiments. " 



Revisions coul d b e difficult, however . Fo r a flower, 
they trie d "tulip, " the n "blan k tulip. " A  "lin e o f birds " 
became "birds flying in a line." For verbs, some looked 
again a t their pictures . Poems are made out of words, 
not ideas first. Some were not afraid at all. They allowed 
words thei r multipl e lives . Words , lik e children , hav e 
many lives, and children can intuitively free words from 
a singl e restrictiv e meanin g o r use . Indeed , w e 
recognized on e thing tha t th e bilingua l ea r offers : a n 
ability t o hea r word s easil y a s sounds . Th e student s 
moved t o accommodat e possibl e shape s o f words , 
disconnected from a single meaning or association. For 
instance, when a  man in a poem moved "hummingly, " 
they already remembere d the word in  relation to other 
words by sound: "stunning," "strumming." The adverbial 
"ly" function, therefore, was for them the smaller sound. 
One natura l actio n o f a  poem , seein g somethin g i n 
relation t o somethin g els e —  a s like  —  i s buil t int o 
multiple tongues . Hearin g pattern s o f sound , an d 
deriving pleasur e from that, has natura l footing. 

In addition to being quiet , through sounds such as 
"hummingly," poetr y i s noisy : "So , I  like evenin g ver y 
much. / Why? Why? Why? /  It' s because the sun and 
the sky / Are orange in the evening," explains Yim Man 
Kit. I t i s conversational , a s wel l a s elusiv e an d 
suggestive. I t talks acros s generation s eve n befor e i t 
utters its first word. We continued to teach the children 
forms: repetition , comparison , refrains . Th e pattern s 
behind these forms are not unique to poems. They are 
the pattern s o f generations , o f reproduction , o f bein g 
"like" and "unlike."  They are patterns o f return. 

But how do children learn to hear how exactly poetry 
is social , ho w i t speak s t o th e living , th e dead , 



ancestors, friends, old kings and queens, dragons, and 
a nearb y azale a rootin g itsel f to Bonha m Road ? Ho w 
do these same children learn no t to associate i t either 
with a purely private language or a social mask? How? 
Children, lik e poems , ar e naturall y nois y a s wel l a s 
quiet, conversational as well as enigmatic. Children are 
naturally socia l i n the way s tha t poem s ar e naturall y 
private, and vice versa. That is , they instinctively resor t 
to ceremony as a way to express themselves privatel y 
and intimatel y wit h parents , family , an d friends . 
Therefore, the y tal k t o othe r childre n les s ofte n b y 
statement tha n b y gesture : bot h hand s an d fee t 
drooping, smiles half-made or unreturned. Long before 
words, these gestures clue children in to other children 
and their surroundings an d to themselves again . 

So poems follow the same circles. They talk to one 
another acros s centurie s i n sonnets, wave open arm s 
in fre e verse , hav e controlle d conversation s t o on e 
another i n syllabics. And i n so doing they understan d 
their own socia l and  private worlds better . Rit a Dove , 
an African-American poe t teaching a t the Universit y o f 
Virginia, hold s a  conversation wit h Willia m Blake , a 
White Englishman of the eighteenth century; reinventing 
his patterns, she finds her own voice and surroundings 
nearer: "Sometimes there were things to watch — / the 
pinched armo r o f a vanished cricket , a  floating mapl e 
leaf. .  .  . " Jus t a s poem s inven t on e another , s o d o 
children. The form o f poem s i s the first subjec t o f the 
poem. A noted reader of poems, Helen Vendler, point s 
to possible acts: "Is [the] poem a Boast, or an Apology, 
or a Prayer?" The actions of children, too, take place in 
words, and they ca n recognize i n ceremony a  privat e 
feeling. The movemen t o f a  pola r bea r i s dance, and 



its beauty is transformative, generational, for its watcher: 
"A polar bea r / With a thick white coat / Walking i n the 
strong wind / Stepping on the cold ice .  . . It will neve r 
rest /  Til l i t finds the food / Fo r it s lovely baby. " 

Children want to express themselves mor e clearl y 
and b y doing s o kno w themselves better . Whethe r o r 
not th e childre n continu e t o writ e poems , w e hope d 
each o f them fel t a  new kin d o f attention (mor e clos e 
and mor e slow) insid e thei r bodies . We think some of 
them did feel this already. Kite Kwong watched the rain: 
"Rain i s a  littl e baby , dependin g o n me. " Tsang He i 
Man is aware of an owl: "I have an owl / Called John." 
He pays attention to its night habits : "It always flies / In 
my bedroom / and eats the flowers." Hong Kong, under 
Yvonne Leung' s watch, grows: "One tiny dot, / With al l 
combines, /  Wit h al l amazes. " Th e student s move d 
through poem s an d they were move d b y poems. The 
children moved us with their eagerness, fears and skillful 
recoveries, their openness. 

Soon thei r words , whe n yo u se e the m o n buse s 
and subway s an d posters , wil l mov e yo u too . Thei r 
words wil l take you back home — to Hong Kong — in 
a way you've never felt before. Hong Kong has fantastic 
rains and flowers, and pineapples an d "busy air. " One 
teacher sai d the children' s "jo y and gaiety " mad e he r 
"see [her ] worl d differently. " W e hav e see n i t bette r 
because o f th e childre n wh o cam e an d le t u s kno w 
their words . They , and we through them , revisi t wha t 
Ng Cho calls "a wonderful place, " Mong Kok , and the 
larger Hon g Kong. 
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