PTLET – Micro-Teach Reflective Essay
The micro-teaching lesson ‘Introduction to writing poetry’, carried out on 27/9/18, was chosen and planned according to a variety of specifications, with regard given to the professional standards of Higher Education (as accessed on the official Higher Education Academy website
) and in particular, given the practical nature of the micro-teach session, focusing on utilizing as many Areas of Activity as possible. In particular, the designing and planning of learning activities, teaching and supporting learning, giving feedback, and developing a learning environment were of great importance in undertaking this task.

The learning outcomes of the session were for the group of learners present to have a fuller understanding of poetry and its place in the academic field of creative writing, as well as how useful it could be in general life, and also for each learner to have produced a short poem that they could choose to continue working on after the session concluded.

As a subject, poetry works well for shorter form creative pieces, therefore it proved an ideal testing ground for teaching in a constrained time (half an hour). The rise of popular performance poetry videos on YouTube also allowed for references to wider popular culture as well as a class interaction with emergent technologies.


Using the half hour to present learners with a prose fiction writing class was considered during the planning process for the micro-teaching session. The reasoning for this would have been that prose fiction has a far higher readership generally than poetry, therefore more learners taking part in the session and its central activity would have been familiar with the subject and capable of easing into the writing processes involved in creative writing in an academic context. Had this plan been followed instead, the learners would have been given the opportunity to plan a brief aspect of a longer piece of fiction.


However, the time constraints in place for the session made a poetry workshop a far more viable option, allowing for easier support of the Areas of Activity indicated above. The work produced by the learners – and, therefore, their engagement with the subject – would be far more substantial as the shorter form of the poetry meant that, if presented efficiently, the learners could be given an introduction to a loose form of free verse poetry and encouraged to write a short piece (specifically within the genre of documentary poetry, which does not use overly verbose or archaic language) and discuss it within half an hour.


To that end, it was decided not to discuss the more complex issues of iambic pentameters and rhyming couplets with the learners and instead concentrate on their own work in the context of free verse poetry. Another reason for this, as well as the interests of time, was so as to not over-complicate the subject for the learners. The micro-teaching session was written with the intention of introducing the subject to the learners (many of whom may not have previously studied creative writing), so it would have been unnecessary to immediately deliver as much information as possible. Would there be further hypothetical sessions following on from this, further information regarding poetry’s form and structure would have been delivered.


One of the most important factors in delivering a lesson on creative writing is active encouragement to engage with the work of other authors. In the interests of the time constraints of the session, it was decided to utilize YouTube videos along with handouts of poetry in print to allow learners to read/hear the work of poets writing in a variety of forms, from more relaxed performance poets to award-winning writers. Of particular importance in the planning of this was choosing poets whose work would be more accessible to learners who, as specified earlier, may not have a history of studying the subject (either academically or personally).


The PowerPoint presentation was constructed to quickly emphasize the definition of poetry and how it can be used – not just as an academic subject, but also as a written stress management technique, as well as an alternative method of creative expression. In doing this, it could be conveyed to the learners that poetry can be applied to their own subject areas, and could even be used to teach within those subject areas
. Of particular importance when conveying this was acknowledging that poetry and the practice of writing it could contribute to one’s professional teaching development, even if one works in a field not immediately concerned with the arts. For example, one could break down the key points of a discussion and present them using the minimalist technique of poetry.


The second part of the PowerPoint presentation, before the group exercise and intended to lead into it, utilized both the emergent technology of PowerPoint in conjunction with YouTube videos of poets performing their work. The reasoning for this is that a great deal of (though not all) poetry, in particular the most accessible for beginners, is regarded as being best understood in an oral capacity.  As Petty writes, with regards to visual aids, ‘if knowledge is understood and remembered visually, you should transmit it visually’
. While Petty is considering practical skills, it must be noted that poetry – whether performed or written – is a highly visual medium, making use either of its reader’s performance or the space on a page when written. To maintain learners’ interest, the decision was made to use modern poets writing in a modern and, at times, semi-humorous style. 

A video of Neil Hilborn performing his poem ‘OCD’
 was used first to ease the students into the idea that poetry could be ‘casual’, as opposed to stricter and academic. The poem – concerning the effect that a mental illness has on the everyday functions of a normal person – was also chosen to emphasize how poetry can be written to match any subject (therefore elevating the idea that poetry can be used in multiple disciplines). 

The second video shown, of John Cooper Clarke reading ‘I Married A Monster From Outer Space’
, works on a similar principle of poetry carrying the potential to convey any sort of information. Additionally, as I indicated to the learners, Clarke also crosses genre by using music to accompany his spoken word performance – showing again that poetry can be merged with other disciplines. Clarke uses it to entertain, but it could also be used to educate, as Hilborn does. 

The reason both of these performers were chosen was to engage with the learners by entertaining them while also showing a contrast in styles. Hilborn educates his listeners, conveying his struggles with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, while Clarke tells an amusing and unlikely story about marrying an extra-terrestrial woman. Learners were therefore engaged with the form of poetry through both learning about a mental illness and also being entertained. It is hoped that by using variety within a learning environment, the learners can engage more fully with the subject.

At this point, it should be acknowledged that this use of variety could be taken too far – a certain amount of focus must be kept (especially within the constraints of a time limit), otherwise learners may find themselves distracted. However, was this session to be part of a series (either in the more traditional method of lecture/seminar scheduling, or the more immersive block teaching method undertaken recently by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David), each subsequent session could showcase the work of two other contrasting writers and draw on that contrast for the creative exercise. This could allow for an expansion of the full Core Knowledge requirements of the HEA framework, emphasizing a variety in the range of source literature and considering which poems and poets students respond best to – a useful consideration to make when planning future sessions/modules within the field of creative writing.
I would like to note too that before starting the exercise I supplied each learner with a handout consisting of two other poems by another two authors, and briefly read through them. Using the same two poems as the PowerPoint presentation was considered – however, it was felt that giving them two different poems that showcased poetry on the page (as opposed to performed poetry), it would allow them a greater variety of examples of form while maintaining the genre of documentary poetry. It was also in accordance with Armitage that a ‘skeleton’ handout, as opposed to a full set of lecture notes, would give ‘the bare bones of the session with plenty of gaps where students are encouraged to make their own notes’
. Therefore, it was decided that two poems would be used that students could look at the structure and shape of and consider (with particular notice given to the fact that neither poem contains a large amount of rhyme, therefore dispelling a popular myth regarding written poetry).
 The two poems used were ‘The Wrong Season’ by Rhian Edwards
 and ‘Guacamole’ by George Sandifer-Smith
. Edwards’ poem used plain language to discuss a natural phenomenon that a diverse group of learners could identify with (it concerns wasps invading a home slowly), while, in using a poem I myself had written and published, I hoped to convey to the learners that anyone from any background could write poetry. This admittedly used the social connection I had personally formed with my colleagues on the PGCE (PCET), and may not be so useful a technique in practice in Higher Education, but it was a decision made based on using the situation and environment to connect with the learners; therefore I feel it was an important method of engagement with the class and that adapting to situations and environments through the development of a rapport with the learners.
Following this, the task was set for the group that began with working in pairs. The decision to start off with smaller groups was made to allow learners to work with each other’s’ ideas and allow for a greater scope for their engagement. Each learner was asked to write down a location from their memory, and an event that happened in that location (for example, ‘the beach, where I was stung by a wasp’). Following this, the learners were instructed to swap their piece of paper they’d written on with the person next to them. They were then instructed to use the place and event they had just been given to form the basis of four lines of documentary poetry, using the examples seen in the PowerPoint presentation and handout as a guide.
While the learners worked on this, I visited each table to answer any questions each learner had about writing their poem and clarify any details they were unsure of. The task was kept within the time limit of ten minutes, allowing for plenty of time to visit each learner and answer any questions. By setting the group only four lines of poetry to write, the importance of focus was emphasized. This is of particular importance within the field of short-form creative writing that poetry is a resident of; however, it was also to allow learners entirely new to poetry to adapt to writing what could potentially be their first work of poetry.
It could be considered quite an ambitious task to ask learners to write a poem according to a brief in a short space of time. However, from both my own experience studying creative writing and from the observation sessions during my work placement at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, it is common practice to use sessions such as the micro-teach session to engage with a students’ work in a workshop by setting them tasks within a constraint. It is equivalent to setting a ‘research question’ within creative parameters, and then allowing the students to work within those parameters.
The final part of the session, as can be observed in the lesson plan, was a brief reflective discussion where learners volunteered to read their work out loud to allow the rest of the group to critique it. Engaging with one’s peer group is a large part of creative writing – such discussions allow constructive criticism to be offered and give the learners a sense of validation for their work. Each learner can also consider criticisms that have been made of the work of others and the lively discussion format allows for a dynamic approach to teaching that should keep every learner engaged.
One downside to this micro-teach session that can be considered at this point was not allowing for each learner to read out their work, as within the time constraints of the assignment only one volunteer from each table in the group was able to read. An improvement on this in future might be the instigation of a digital discussion forum, as I have observed on Moodle during my teaching placement, where learners can post their work and receive comments online. As a session such as this would be part of a series of lectures and workshops, a digital discussion forum would allow each learner to have read the work before class and give them a longer time period to consider their criticism. A model such as this would fully support the claim that using digital technology within the teaching environment would ‘provide the opportunity for learners to revisit and absorb key concepts in their own time and at their own pace, in a personalized way linked to their individual learning preferences’
.
This shared discussion of learners’ work created in a brief time limit using each other’s initial ideas, rather than their own (as facilitated by the activity of swapping the place/event the poem is based on) is essential within the field of creative writing, especially with regards to the Professional Values of the HEA Framework. The requirements of this emphasize diversity and inclusivity, and it is hoped that group discussions of creative work will allow learners to come to fuller understandings of their work as well as the academic environment that they share. As well as this, creative work similar to that written by the reader could be suggested to them (either by the lecturer or a fellow learner), increasing the scope of their reading and giving them a wider range of sources to consider for evaluating their work and writing future pieces.
Ultimately, the micro-teach session proved an educational exercise for my academic studies in exploring the processes of lesson-planning, teaching, and evaluation. The process of writing this reflective essay has allowed me to consider different approaches to exercise in future when teaching (especially with regards to teaching learners who may not have studied creative writing before), and the additional reading undertaken has allowed for a deeper consideration of the techniques used in the session itself, in particular with regards to the use of emergent technologies. The reflective process proved most important in terms of professional development, in particular supporting this statement: 
‘Critical reflection on practice involving interrogation of one’s own subjective educational theory is not confined to finding answers in predefined bodies of knowledge; it is also about developing new professional knowledge and understanding, and development of theory.’

With that in mind, I will certainly be approaching future teaching sessions with a stronger, more focused lesson plan, acknowledging that my main target for improvement following the session was that the written plan required more articulation. The session was successful but a more careful consideration with regards to the HEA Professional Standards will be taken in future.
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