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HISTORICAL BALLAD POEMS AS A 
BRIDGE TO UNDERSTANDING

Rac hael  Haning

I have been teaching some form of Language 
Arts for ten years, and I have a secret. It is 
something that I hesitate to admit, especially 
in a language arts publication. However, here 
it goes: I have never really loved poetry.  As a 
straight-A student, I was able to "see" what my 
teachers expected, but it didn't "move" me the 
way that I thought it should. As I progressed 
through college, I put together poetry lessons 
that seemed to meet the qualifications and 
guidelines of what was asked, but did not feel 
them deep in my soul. 

As a teacher, I tried to expose my students to 
poetry as I thought I should. However, because

 I myself did not love poetry, I always 
approached it from a purely technical 
standpoint. We studied the terms (simile, 
metaphor, onomatopoeia, etc.), looked at 
examples, wrote our own examples, took a 
quiz, and moved on with life. And yet, it never 
seemed to impact my students. Like me, they 
learned the terms, read the poems, and looked 
for how to get an A. I did not see poetry 
impacting them the way other forms of 
literature did in my classroom.

How did this change? I would like to say that I 
fell in love with a poet who changed my whole 
view on the genre. Or I found a professional 
development book that completely upended 
my view on all things poetry. Unfortunately, 
neither of those are true. In fact, I still don't 
love the genre of poetry. However, when I 
began to integrate it with social studies, both 
my students and I began to enjoy it more. 
Poems that linked to a bigger story helped 
form a bridge to the more obscure poets for 
both myself and, ultimately, my students. 

This year, that bridge was historical ballad 
poetry. While looking for resources online, I 
found this series of lessons from Read Write 
Think. Since I teach in Cleveland, the idea of 
starting with the wreck of Edmund Fitzgerald 
was very appealing to me. Since my students 
are in fifth grade (albeit gifted), I varied the 
unit a bit. I wanted them to end in the same 
place ? writing their own historical ballad 
poetry, but they were not quite ready for the 
amount of freedom called for in this particular 
unit. 

We followed the beginning lessons from Read 
Write Think, but then I did the research for 
them. I identified four historical topics from 
which they could choose - 9/11, Pearl H arbor, 
the Children's M arch, and when the Browns 
left Cleveland for Baltimore (we are a 
Cleveland M etro School after all!). Students 
were allowed to choose a topic, and then they 
read the article and followed the steps to create 
their own poetry from the article. 

The conversation, the ideas, and the poetry 
flowed. All of a sudden, a ballad was not just 
something on a page ? a definition, an old type 
of poetry that some stuffy language arts teacher 
made them learn. Instead, my students were 
thinking about the emotion behind the event. 
They discussed, wrote and thought about how 
to boil down these huge events into a poem 
that captured those feelings and 
world-changing events. 

I had never tried this lesson before, but it is 
definitely one that I will be doing again. 
Linking the poetry to real life events ? events 
that students knew about, cared about, and 
wanted to learn about ? changed the way they 
saw the process of writing poetry. And as a 
teacher, I saw a depth in my students that 
would not  have come out in a simple essay or 
paragraph. As evidenced by the poem below, 
allowing students to write poetry has a place in 
the classroom!    

The Raid of  Pearl  Harbor
 By John C. Riverside Elementary 

 Twas the 7th of December, 1941 
When the island shook with motion. 

A young fella that day, 
Looked out his window and said, 

?Momma, what?s going on?? 
The Japanese came with a crash, and a bang, 

Sinking every thing they could. 

 The soldiers at war acted quickly. 
They were f il led with rage and anger. 

Shooting down aircraft l ike balloons and with a nail, 
The Japanese nearly failed. 

 Countless died on both sides. 

Families cried with tears in their eyes, 
And many men were no more. 

   Rac hael  Haning
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