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Introduction 

 
 
Words Alive is a versatile and developmental audio resource for English activities 
in the primary school. It aims to: 
 
• stimulate and encourage retelling and recreating of storylines 
• raise awareness of different writing structures 
• encourage awareness of the use of language and extend vocabulary 
• build on issues of character and plot, mood and feelings 
• foster an appreciation of poetry and other genres 
• encourage and enhance purposeful listening and speaking 
• encourage children to develop opinions and to listen to the views of others 
• develop an awareness of the difference between fact and opinion in others 
 
Words Alive and the National Literacy Strategy (NLS) 
 
Words Alive is designed to meet the objectives outlined in the National Literacy 
Strategy. These Teacher’s Notes explain how the series may be used to support 
the Strategy and to meet the requirements of the Scottish 5-14 and Northern 
Ireland Guidelines. 
 
School Radio CDs 
 
Acquiring the programmes on pre-recorded CDs provides a flexible resource. You 
will have the option of listening to each programme before using it with your class. 
Please see the order form available from the School Radio website at: 
www.bbc.co.uk/schoolradio/howtoorder.shtml 
 
Audio on demand 
 
Programmes are also available as audio on demand from the School Radio website 
for 7 days following transmission (check the contents table above for dates). 
 
The audio on demand is a reliable service – especially on broadband - that allows 
you to listen to the programme ‘streamed’ over the internet. This means that you 
can play the programme to your class either: 

• direct from a computer 
• from a hi-fi by connecting the output of the computer into a suitable input 

on the amplifier (which offers enhanced sound quality) 
• by connecting the computer to an interactive white-board 

 
To listen to the audio files you will need to have installed ‘Realplayer’ on your 
computer. This commonly-used software is easy to download from the internet if 
you do not already have it. There are instructions on how to do so at the BBC 
School Radio website: 
www.bbc.co.uk/schoolradio/help.shtml 
 
Using the audio on demand service is just as flexible as using a pre-recorded CD of 
the programmes. You are able to pause the programme whenever you wish and 
also scroll forwards and backwards through a programme to locate other sections 
or to listen to sections again.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schoolradio/howtoorder.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schoolradio/help.shtml
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Unit 1 – Biography 

 
by John Tuckey 

Introduction: 
 
The first unit of Words Alive! this term introduces an information-based approach 
to writing with four programmes exploring biography. We have chosen this topic 
for study because: 
 

• biography is a major form of factual writing – one that the children will 
meet with increasing regularity as their range of reading broadens 

• learning about biography will help the children to make the vital distinction 
between fictional and factual writing and introduce them to opinion and 
bias 

• the practice of writing biography reinforces study processes that will benefit 
the children in other areas of the curriculum - i.e. researching, selecting, 
drafting, revising, presentation 

• writing biography will build upon their existing writing skills - those gained 
from the study of story writing - since many of those skills are also 
essential for writing biography. 

 
In the programmes you will find a sound structure for biography writing. The key 
stages in the process are: 
 
Choosing a subject to write about 

• you can write biography about anyone 
• the better known someone is, the more reference material there is likely to 

be about them 
• writing about someone you have a personal interest in may inspire your 

best work 
 
Searching for material 

• there is a wide variety of sources - both written and otherwise - including: 
reference books, newspapers, TV and radio programmes, the internet, 
historical records, personal testimonies - and, of course, other biographies! 

• the school library and local libraries are a good place to begin the search. 
 
Selecting and ordering 

• The children will need to assess which pieces of information are reliable - 
are facts - and those pieces which are not. 

• They will need to prioritise and sequence the information: what is it 
essential to include and what can be left out? what information should go 
where? how should you begin? 

• They will need to develop some ability to judge the merits of opposing 
points of view. 

• Note-taking is very important in this part of the process and you will need 
to help the children to develop this skill. 

 
Presentation 

• Many of the skills essential to write biography are equally important in 
more creative fields of writing; for example, finding ways to capture the 
reader's attention. 

• Although biography is an area of factual writing, it can include personal 
opinions and hearsay. 
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Programme 1 – What is biography? 
 
Synopsis: 
 
Malcolm and his dad are on holiday. They're staying with Malcolm's Aunt Becca, 
the librarian in a village by the sea. Malcolm has a project for school. His task is to 
find out and write about someone who interests him, and so he's reading a 
collection of potted biographies of his favourite footballers. 
 
One evening, when Malcolm is out fishing with his dad, he sees a mysterious 
figure by the harbour wall. Malcolm believes it to be a ghost. However, Becca 
assures him that the figure must be a real person and they resolve to find out 
more. 
 
Before the programme: 
 

• Explain that the class are about to begin a new set of programmes, with 
new characters and a new theme. 

• Bring biographies and autobiographies into the class for the children to look 
at. Can they spot things that the books have in common? 

 
During the programme: 
 
Pause the tape when invited to do so and allow time for the suggested classroom 
activities. These are: 
 
Activity 1: What is biography? 
When Malcolm tells Becca about his homework, she suggests he reads a collection 
of biographies of his favourite players. Can the class say what Malcolm will find in 
his book? Discuss biography with the children. Explain that biography is a 
collection of written facts about a person, intended to inform the reader about that 
person. Discuss how a biography differs from, say, a story book. Stress the 
difference between biography and autobiography. 
 
Activity 2: How do you find out about someone? 
When Becca assures Malcolm that they must be able to find out about the ghost, 
Malcolm is baffled. How do you rind out about someone? Discuss possible sources 
of information with the children. Make a list of the sources on the board. Discuss 
what sorts of information will be available from each source. Suggest which 
sources are most likely to be appropriate. 
 
Activity 3: Discovering the facts. 
To pass the time while they are waiting for the ghost to appear, Becca and 
Malcolm play a game in which they tell each other three important facts about 
themselves. 
Working in pairs, the children tell each other three important facts about 
themselves. Possible facts are: their names, age, address, height, colour of their 
hair, etc. Encourage the children to think about which of the facts is the most 
important. 
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After the programme: 
 

• Talk about the characters - what can the children tell about them from 
what they've heard so far? What in particular can they say about Malcolm 
at this stage? 

• Encourage the children to bring in any ‘life story’ books that they have to 
share with each other. 

• Help the children to decide what sort of people interest them as individuals 
- sports stars, pop stars, super heroes, historical figures, etc. - and help 
them to find appropriate biographies to read. 

 
Written follow-up: 
 

• The children write down their three facts about themselves from the third 
programme activity, above. The facts should be written as simply as 
possible. This list of facts could be expanded after each of the programmes, 
with the children gradually adding more detail about their subject. These 
facts, currently in note form, can provide the basis for writing biography at 
a later stage. 

• Divide a sheet of paper - or the class board - in half, to make two columns. 
Head them 'Malcolm' and 'Becca'. Write down what facts the children have 
learned about the two characters so far. 

 
Language study: 
 
Brainstorm and make a list of any vocabulary that is new to the children. Discuss 
how redrafting can be made easier and more interesting by using a dictionary and 
a thesaurus to find new words. 
 
Spelling challenges: 
 
biography, autobiography, harbour, granite, ghost 
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Programme 2 – Researching the facts 
 
Synopsis: 
 
Malcolm and Becca watch the mysterious figure. There is an eerie foghorn wailing 
in the air. They watch as he walks along the harbour wall from the disused 
lighthouse and stops at a certain point on the wall. Later, they examine the spot 
and find the wall is damaged. Malcolm is desperate to find out more about the 
man - but how should he go about it? A trip round the harbour on a pleasure boat 
gives him more information and Malcolm discovers the figure is the old lighthouse 
keeper, who was blamed for a fatal boat accident many years ago. 
 
Before the programme: 
 

• Recap on the story so far. 
• Remind the children that they are looking at the process of writing a 

biography. 
• Talk again about where to search for information and remind the children of 

some possible sources of information. 
 
During the programme: 
 
Pause the tape when invited to do so and allow time for the suggested classroom 
activities below. 
 
Activity 1: What does Malcolm know at this stage? 
When Malcolm tells Becca that he wants to find out more about the mysterious 
figure, she tells him to start from what he knows already. As a class, discuss what 
Malcolm's knows so far about the man. Write up each piece of information as a 
separate bullet point on the class board. 
 
Activity 2: What questions can Malcolm ask to find out more? 
Reading his biography, Malcolm realises that much of the information must have 
come from people who knew the footballer. He makes a list of the questions he 
could ask to find out about the figure. Working as a class or in groups, write a 
short list of questions you would like to ask to find out more about the figure. 
Write the questions as simply as possible. When you've finished, read them out to 
each other. 
 
Activity 3: What's in a picture? 
When Malcolm researches the boat accident, he is able to identify the ghost as the 
old lighthouse keeper from a picture in a newspaper. Using all the clues they've 
uncovered so far, Becca and Malcolm are able to begin building a picture of who 
the lighthouse keeper was. As a class, piece together the clues about the ghost 
and make a record of the various sources of information so far. Keep a record of 
your findings on the board. 
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After the programme: 
 

• Listen for any suggestions about how to undertake research. 
• Discuss how Malcolm went about his research. 
• In groups, try this observation game using pictures. Collect a small group 

of photographs from a magazine or newspaper - five or six should be 
enough. One member of the group must say three things - three facts - 
about one of the photographs without actually saying which photograph is 
meant. The other members of the group try to identify which photograph is 
being described. 

• Collect some local newspapers and, individually or in pairs, look for 
interesting ‘stories’ about local people. You may find columns devoted to 
local people. 

• If possible, arrange a visit to the local library and look at their archive of 
newspapers. 

 
Written follow-up: 
 

• Write up any new facts about Malcolm and Becca. 
• Write a character profile for Old Harry. 

 
Language study: 
 
Get the children to think about intonation - how do the characters make some 
things sound more important than others? 
 
Spelling challenges: 
 
research, library, lighthouse, captain 
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Programme 3 – Selection and presentation 
 
Synopsis: 
 
Malcolm continues to piece together the story of the old lighthouse keeper by 
talking to a visitor to the library who knew him before he left the town. He learns 
that the lighthouse keeper had been widely respected in the area before the 
accident. 
 
Later, Malcolm visits the lighthouse with his dad and meets Frank, the caretaker, 
who gives him more information concerning the fatal accident and stresses that it 
wasn't the lighthouse keeper's fault. Malcolm has another encounter with the 
figure, which makes him feel it is important to tell the lighthouse keeper's story. 
Since plenty of people in the town are interested in the story, Becca tells Malcolm 
she will help him make a display about it for the library. 
 
Before the programme: 
 

• Recap on the story so far 
 
During the programme: 
 
Pause the tape and allow time for the suggested classroom activities below. 
 
Activity 1: What should be in Malcolm's display? 
Becca suggests that Malcolm should make a display about the lighthouse keeper's 
story for the library. But what should go in the display? As a class, talk about what 
objects you think should be included in the display. Try to think of objects that will 
bring the lighthouse keeper 'to life' - show what he did and what he was like. 
Possible inclusions are a pair of binoculars and a fishing rod. 
 
Activity 2: Finding the three most important new facts about the story. 
Malcolm makes another key discovery about the story after his conversation with 
Frank. How much does he know now? As a class, make a list of the three most 
important new facts Malcolm has discovered about the lighthouse keeper's story. 
Write them up on your board. Then, in pairs or in small groups, sequence the facts 
in order of importance by writing a number beside each one. Ask each pair or 
group to share their list with the rest of the class. What variations are there 
among the groups? 
 
Activity 3: Writing Malcolm's first eye-catching sentence. 
Malcolm notices that his football biography begins with an exciting first sentence. 
So what should his first eye-catching sentence be? Working in pairs, the children 
write an exciting first sentence for the lighthouse keeper's biography. Read the 
sentences out loud. What do the class like about each sentence? Allow time at the 
end for the class to revise their sentences in the light of your class discussion. 
Listen out for good starting points for the lighthouse keeper's biography - a really 
important fact to begin with. 
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After the programme: 
 

• Discuss Frank and his part in the story. Was he right or wrong to do what 
he did? 

• How important do the children think pictures are? How do they help to tell 
the story? 

• Read aloud and share each other's first sentences. Decide what makes a 
good opening sentence. 

 
Written follow-up: 
 
Write, in cartoon format, with captions and speech bubbles, what happened when 
Malcolm and his dad went to the lighthouse. 
 
Language study: 
 
Brainstorm and make a collection of vocabulary, proverbs and idioms that are 
connected with the sea. 
 
Spelling challenges: 
 
Find five new words from the programme and learn to spell them. 
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Programme 4 – Writing biography 
 
Synopsis: 
 
After Malcolm and Becca learn the full facts of the boat accident, they contact the 
local paper to see if they are interested in running the story. The editor asks 
Malcolm to put together the lighthouse keeper's story in a form that would interest 
her readers. 
 
With Becca's help, Malcolm writes the lighthouse keeper's biography for a ‘Local 
People’ column - and a few words about himself to put at the end of the article. 
Once the article is published, Malcolm and Becca go on the trail of the mysterious 
figure again. But this time, he doesn't appear. 
 
Before the programme: 
 

• Recap on the story so far. 
• Talk about how the writing in a newspaper article tends to be different from 

that in a book. What can the children say about the style? Why is it 
different? 

 
During the programme: 
 
Stop the tape and allow time for the suggested classroom activities below. 
 
Activity 1: How should Malcolm present his story for the newspaper editor? 
Becca wants to interest the local newspaper in the story and suggests reworking 
the details to catch the attention of the newspaper editor. What they need is a 
headline, a dramatic picture and a caption. As a class, talk about what would make 
an exciting picture and caption that will get readers interested in the story. 
 
Activity 2: Writing the first paragraph of the lighthouse keeper's biography. 
The editor tells Becca and Malcolm that she'd like to run the story in the ‘Local 
People’ column. If Becca and Malcolm have the writing skills, she'll let them write 
the story. Working individually or in pairs, the class write the first few sentences 
of the lighthouse keeper's story. Restrict how much the class write. Ask them to 
think about making their sentences as exciting as possible - whilst remaining 
truthful! 
 
Activity 3: Writing the first paragraph of your own biography, or autobiography. 
The editor is very impressed with Becca and Malcolm's work and asks Malcolm for 
a few lines about himself to add at the end of the article. What would the children 
write about themselves if they were Malcolm? Using the skills they have 
developed, each member of the class writes a short biography of themselves to 
include at the end of the newspaper story. 
 
After the programme: 
 

• In small groups, take turns to tell the whole story, beginning with one 
person and then moving round the group as the story progresses. 

• Discuss how the different characters involved in the story feel. This will 
help the children to write from all points of view. 

• Talk about how Malcolm feels when the figure doesn't appear at the end. 
Why does he feel the way he does? 
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Written follow-up: 
 
Make a collection of the possible newspaper headlines on your board. 
Using all the information that Malcolm has gathered, write the lighthouse keeper's 
biography in detail - leaving out Malcolm - as it might appear in a book. 
 
Language study: 
 
Develop the biography theme by using your own - or local - library to research 
someone to write about as a class project. Get the children to take notes, 
sequence their ideas, and finally write the biography. 
 
Spelling challenges: 
 
newspaper, editor, article, eye-catching, headline 
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Unit 2 – Poetry 

 
 
Introduction: 
 
In this unit, three leading children's poets talk about their work. They are: 
 

• Michael Rosen 
• Judith Nicholls 
• John Agard 

 
Many of the poems included in the programmes relate to childhood experiences 
with which the children will identify. The poems also convey a strong sense of 
‘place’, since the writers have been recorded on location - often in the very 
locations that inspired the poems. The styles of the poets are quite different, 
ensuring that each programme has a distinct flavour. 
 
Before using the programmes: 
 

• Encourage children to think about their own childhood memories. They 
should also talk about their own memories and possibly write about one or 
two incidents that stick out in their minds. Build contrast into this activity; 
for example, encourage the children to focus on one funny and one sad 
incident, or a memory of learning something important, or of visiting a new 
place. 

• Talk to children about poetry. How is the language of poetry different from 
other types of writing? Focus on the use of rhythm and rhyme, as well as 
the type of language they expect in poetry. Children should also have some 
experience of rhythmic poetry, clapping rhythms and looking at rhymes. 
They will have done a great deal of work on rhyme in Key Stage 1. This is 
an excellent opportunity to revise KS1 work and link it in with the more 
sophisticated use of language demonstrated by poetry. 

• Reinforce children's work on syllables. Whilst looking at rhythm, there will 
be opportunities to discuss syllables. The children should look at 
monosyllabic and polysyllabic words: counting the beats in words - 
including their own names; looking for words with the most syllables, and 
so on. They could make collections and classroom displays of words with 
one beat, two beats, three beats and so on. You could restrict their search 
to names, animals or places. 

• Consider different dialects. This may be done through a discussion of 
popular television programmes that the children may be familiar with; for 
example, Eastenders, Coronation Street, or Neighbours. Focus not only on 
accent, but differences in language structure and phraseology. 
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Resources to have ready: 
 

• An atlas and a map of the United Kingdom, so that children can see where 
the writer was living at the time she or he was writing. 

• Reference material relating to the content of the poems; for example, a 
number of Judith Nicholls' poems refer to fishing. Children will need some 
access to information about fish to be really able to understand the poems. 
They may then use these materials for other activities (e.g. developing 
glossaries and word banks). The skill of using reference material can be 
developed here. This can be related to the text level objectives for non-
fiction. 

• Rhyming dictionaries and thesauri. Again, these are linked with the range 
for non-fiction in Y3 and Y4. 

• Copies of the key poems. 
 
Using the programmes within the Literacy Hour: 
 
Make sure you have copies of the poems – in particular the key poems – while 
using the programmes. Children can listen to the poem and then read it with the 
teacher. 
 
Word-level work could focus on one aspect of a poem. For example: 

• rhyme scheme (‘Going through the old photos’) 
• playing with words (‘You tell me’, ‘A busy day’) 
• studying the language and meaning of one poem in greater depth (e.g. 

‘Hackney Downs’). 
 
The programmes and these notes suggest a number of ideas for independent 
group work on the poems, to commence after listening. The teacher could do 
guided work with one or two groups, encouraging children to write their own 
poems using those they have just heard and read as models. 
 
The plenary could involve presentation of the poems that the children have written 
or a discussion of the challenges encountered in the writing of poetry. 
Alternatively, it could be further work on the vocabulary or the rhyme schemes 
used in the poems. 
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Programme 5 – Michael Rosen 
 
Michael Rosen was born in 1946 and lives in London. Among his best-known 
collections of poetry for children are: Wouldn't you like to know, 1977 (with Roger 
McGough); You tell me, 1979; You can't catch me, 1981; Don’t put mustard in the 
custard, 1985; We're going on a bear hunt, 1989; Nuts about nuts, 1993. 
 
Michael’s enormous contribution to children’s literature was acknowledged in June 
2007 when he became the new Children’s Laureate. Michael used the occasion to 
express his desire to bring back to the classroom a love of reading for pleasure. 
 
Many of Michael Rosen's poems are about childhood and the everyday events of 
family life. He is able to turn even the most apparently mundane event into a 
poem. 
 
The poetry range for Y3/Y4 in the National Literacy Strategy includes poems based 
on observation and common themes. A number of the poems chosen by Michael 
Rosen for this programme follow the theme of family life and, as such, are an 
observation of everyday happenings. The poems demonstrate a richness that will 
allow teachers to address many interesting aspects of composition. 
 
The poems: 
 
The poems Michael Rosen has chosen for the programme are: 
 
‘You tell me’ (key poem) 
‘Loach’ 
‘A busy day’ 
‘I went out and looked about’ 
‘Going through the old photos’ 
‘My uncle Ronnie’ 
‘I'm the youngest in our house’ 
 
During the programme: 
 

• Pause the tape when invited to do so and allow time for the suggested 
activities. 

• Ask children to listen carefully to each poem and search for aspects of 
technique. For example, does a poem have rhymes? Does it have rhythm? 
The children should also listen for words they particularly like, or words 
which are unfamiliar. 

 
After the programme: 
 
Speaking and listening 
 

• Discuss the way Michael Rosen reads his poems. Does he read all the 
poems the same way? 

• Listen to each other reading one of the poems. How do these readings 
differ from Michael Rosen's? 
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Text level 
 

• Display the key poem ‘You tell me’. Discuss the types of humour used in 
the poem. Talk about word play and underline the examples of word play in 
the poem. 

• Consider how difficult this poem is to read. What do you need to know to 
understand this poem? How does the reading of the poem in the 
programme assist understanding? 

• Compare three poems: ‘Going through the old photos’, ‘You can't rule my 
life’ and ‘Town and country’. All these poems are based on conversations. 
Describe the different feelings they evoke. 

• In shared writing, choose one of these three poems and use it as a model 
to write the beginning of a poem with the children. After this, children 
could work in pairs to complete this poem or write another poem continuing 
to use the model. 

• In groups, choose one of the poems and rehearse it to present to the class. 
Aim for a different reading to that included in the programme. 

 
Sentence level 
 

• Look at the different ways conversations are adapted in the poems. For 
example, ‘Town and country’ is written as a play-script; ‘Going through the 
old photos’ is written in four-line stanzas with two of the lines rhyming; 
‘You can't rule my life’ is presented as formally written speech. 

• Make notes on how the presentation of speech is different in each of the 
poems. 

• Identify the use of adjectives in the poems. Highlight them in the text and 
discuss where they are used most often and how successful they are. 

 
Word level 
 

• Make a collection of words that rhyme in one of the poems. Can you find 
any other words that rhyme with the ones you have chosen? 
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Programme 6 – Judith Nicholls 
 
Judith Nicholls was born in 1941. She grew up in Lincolnshire and now lives in 
Wiltshire. Among her best-known volumes of poetry for children are: Magic mirror 
and other poems, 1985; Midnight forest and other poems, 1987; Dragonsfire and 
other poems, 1990; Wish you were here?, 1992; Storm's eye, 1994. 
 
Judith Nicholls grew up in rural Lincolnshire and many of the poems included 
reflect her life there: fishing, walking in woods, experiences at school. The poetry 
range for Y3/Y4 in the National Literacy Strategy includes poems that demonstrate 
strong rhyme and rhythm, often related to particular themes. Vocabulary is 
important as well as the performance of poetry and the impact of layout. The 
poems included will provide ample opportunity to explore these elements of 
writing. 
 
The poems: 
 
The poems Judith Nicholls has chosen for the programme are: 
 
‘Partners’ (key poem) 
‘Fishing song’ 
‘Learning to swim’ 
‘Lord Neptune’ 
‘Midnight forest’ 
 
Before the programme: 
 

• Talk about rural childhood. In some cases, the experiences related here will 
be familiar to children; in others, they will be quite alien. 

• Consider possible differences in language. Extend children's awareness of 
different accents and dialects by talking about how people often take pride 
in their dialect or accent. 

 
During the programme: 
 

• Pause the tape when invited to do so and allow time for the suggested 
activities. 

• Ask children to listen carefully to each poem and search for aspects of 
technique. For example, does a poem have rhymes? Does it have rhythm? 
The children should also listen for words they particularly like, or words 
which are unfamiliar. 

 
After the programme: 
 
Speaking and listening 
 

• Discuss which poems children particularly liked. Can they say what they 
liked about them? It may be useful to draw up a simple chart allowing 
comparison of the poems. 
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Text level 
 

• Compare the poems. Once children have listened to them two or three 
times, do a popularity chart - perhaps a bar chart. Each child could 
nominate two poems. 

• Group children to prepare the poems to be read aloud. Use favourites as a 
basis for grouping. 

• Display and read the key poem ‘Partners’. Experiment with different 
versions, drawing children's attention to punctuation, vocabulary, rhyme 
and layout. How do these features help to convey the writer's feelings? 
Examine how the last three lines have only one word each. 

 
Sentence level 
 

• Select one of the poems as a focus for work on adjectives. ‘Lord Neptune’ 
lends itself particularly well. Reread the poem or replay this section of the 
programme. Ask children to focus on the words Judith Nicholls uses to 
describe the sandcastle and its parts. Highlight these words. 

• Children work in groups, pairs or individually to write a description of a 
castle - perhaps from a photograph. Postcards or history books will be good 
sources. Encourage use of adjectives relating to the senses - sight and 
touch will be particularly useful. Some children may need support. Share 
descriptions in a follow-up session. 

 
Word level 
 

• Display and read the key poem ‘Partners’. Introduce the concept of simile. 
See if children can identify the simile in the poem. Suggest other similes 
for stillness. Look at unfamiliar words (e.g. place names or names of 
species of fish). How do children know how to read these? What clues are 
there? 
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Programme 7 – John Agard 
 
John Agard was born in Guyana and he now lives in West Sussex. His best-known 
volumes of poetry for children include: I din do nuttin and other poems, 1983; Say 
it again, Granny, 1986; Laughter is an egg, 1990; We animals would like a word 
with you, 1996; Get back pimple, 1996. 
 
The poems: 
 
The poems John Agard has chosen for the programme are: 
 
‘Ma Flo’s rocking chair’ (key poem) 
‘Hi, coconut’ 
‘Lollipop lady’ 
‘Alien humour’ 
‘Woodpecker’ 
‘Hopaloo Kangaroo’ 
‘Secret’ 
 
Before the programme: 
 

• Talk about childhood in different parts of the world. Children have already 
looked at rural childhood in the previous programmes. Can they imagine 
growing up in another part of the world? What differences might there be? 

• Use a globe to find Guyana. 
• Consider possible differences in language. Extend children's awareness of 

different accents and dialects by talking about how people often take pride 
in their dialect or accent. 

 
During the programme: 
 

• Pause the tape when invited to do so and allow time for the suggested 
activities. Ask children to listen carefully to each poem and search for 
aspects of technique. For example, does a poem use rhyme? Does it have 
rhythm? The children should also listen for words they particularly like, or 
words which are unfamiliar. 

• What do children notice about the language John Agard uses in the poems? 
 
After the programme: 
 
Speaking and listening 
 

• Encourage children to relate the poems to their own experiences. Do they 
like knowing secrets? What about crossing the road? What would it be like 
to be the person with the `lollipop'? 

 
Text level 
 

• Which poems rhymed? Did this have an impact on the children? 
• Consider the key poem ‘Ma Flo’s rocking chair’. The last verse does not 

rhyme. Why not? How does it affect the reader? 
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• Read the poems aloud or recite them in shared or group reading. Is it as 

easy to read as the poet made it sound when he read his own work? What 
aspects of the poems are difficult? Practise different readings to give 
different interpretations. 

 
Sentence level 
 

• Use texts to investigate punctuation and its effect on reading. Display the 
key poem. Ask children to identify apostrophes. Explain that apostrophes 
have two uses - to indicate possession and to indicate a dropped letter. In 
this poem there is one example of each. Children may look at the 
punctuation marks used. In this selection, John Agard uses many 
questions, so question marks are frequent. However, there are no 
exclamation marks. 

 
Word level 
 

• Collect new words or unusual phrases from the poems. Children could 
decide where these words come from. Infer meaning from surrounding text. 
Ask the children to generate sentences of their own using these words or 
phrases. 

• Display the key poem again. Look again at Look for examples in other 
writing of two words being made into one. Discuss which form is more 
formal. When would you tend to use the shortened form and when would 
you use the full form? 
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Unit 4 - Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 
 

based on a retelling of the story by Selina Hastings 
(published by Walker Books) 

 
 
Introduction: 
 
This unit of programmes explores legend through one of the most intriguing and 
captivating of Arthurian stories - that of Gawain and the Green Knight. It is based 
on Selina Hastings’ popular retelling of the story, which takes as its basis the Old 
English poem written in the fourteenth century by an unknown poet. 
 
Details of the book are available at Amazon: www.amazon.co.uk/ 
 
Legend has many important functions in deepening children’s knowledge and 
understanding of literature. It offers many opportunities for comparisons with 
stories already familiar to the children – especially with folk and fairy tales and 
myth. In common with these other oral traditions, legends usually offer simple 
structures which are easy to analyse, thereby enabling children to develop an 
understanding of the structure of other, more complex stories. 
 
Legends are often subject to a variety of different interpretations. Give children 
opportunities for discussion, allowing them to articulate and refine their views and 
to counter those of others. 
 
Some of the common elements of legend that can be identified in Sir Gawain are: 
 

• the setting of a challenge 
• a journey, in which the protagonist discovers important things about 

himself, as well as others 
• the use of magic 
• a temptation 
• good and evil 

 
These elements are present in a number of other legends and fairy tales. After 
using the unit see if the children can identify them in other stories that they are 
familiar with. 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/
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Programme 8 – At the court of King Arthur 
 
Synopsis: 
 
King Arthur’s court is celebrating Christmas, when the feast is interrupted by the 
arrival of a terrible figure: the Green Knight. The Knight scornfully enquires if 
anyone at the court is brave enough to strike a blow against him and have that 
blow returned a year later. Gawain takes up the challenge and severs the head of 
the Green Knight. However, the Green Knight calmly tucks his head under his arm 
and reminds Gawain of his promise to meet him again in a year’s time at the 
Green Chapel. One year later, Gawain sets out on his quest to find the Green 
Knight… 
 
Before the programme: 
 

• Display a collection of legends in the classroom, including a variety of 
simplified versions of ‘King Arthur’. 

• Discuss what is meant by legend, and write down and display key elements 
for reference throughout the programmes. 

• Ask the children what they already know about King Arthur and his knights. 
Are they familiar with any of the stories? Write this information down and 
keep it for future reference. 

 
During the programme: 
 
Be ready to pause the tape to undertake the activities suggested within the 
programme. 
 

• Activity 1. Assessing the character of the Green Knight on the evidence 
given. Working in pairs or groups, ask pupils to discuss the description of 
the Green Knight and make brief notes about his appearance. It might be 
useful to replay this section of the programme to follow the words. As a 
class, scribe the main features on the board. Consider how the adjective 
‘green’ is repeated. What effect does this have? Ask the children to discuss 
how the description makes them feel. What clues are given about the 
Green Knight’s personality? 

 
• Activity 2. Analysing the story opening. Ask pupils to comment on what 

they’ve enjoyed about the story so far. What have they learned about the 
characters of Arthur and Gawain? Make a note of these on the board, as 
above. Consider the mood of the story opening. What kind of atmosphere 
has been built up? Encourage children to comment on how this has been 
achieved. What event causes a sudden change in atmosphere? On the basis 
of mysterious and exciting events so far, ask children to predict what might 
happen next. Make a note of these ideas and keep them for future 
reference. 

 
• Activity 3. Considering which elements of the story might be fact. Remind 

children of the general characteristics of legend, before asking them to 
distinguish between the possible ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ elements of the story. In 
pairs, or as a group, ask them to make notes under these headings. Make a 
poster of shared ideas for display in the classroom. 
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After the programme: 
 
Word level: 

• Display the text of the paragraph beginning ‘Hardy had he spoken, his voice 
clear above the talking and laughter and sound of trumpets…’ and use it to 
investigate the spelling of two syllable words containing double consonants. 
Ask pupils to highlight these in the passage and make a list of them. Are 
they able to work out the rule governing this? 

• Use individual copies of the extract and ask pupils to under line the words 
that indicate that the Knight might not be friendly. Share these as a class 
and ask pupils to change words so that he becomes a cheerful and pleasant 
character. 

• As a class, make a ‘Character Appearance’ board on which you collect words 
classifying physical features under headings such as hair, eyes, shape of 
face, etc. This may be added to during word level work when appropriate. 

• Start a collection of words that help to evoke atmosphere. Begin by giving 
children a particular setting – e.g. the Christmas feast of the beginning of 
the story - and make a shared web of words which describe this 
atmosphere. 

 
Sentence level: 

• Display the same text again and ask the children to identify adjectives in 
the passage and highlight these. Can they be classified into different types? 
Encourage the children to recognise the different adjectives that the writer 
has used to emphasise the Green Knight’s size. Ask them to use their 
thesaurus to find more. Discuss how the use and choice of adjectives helps 
to build up a vivid picture of the Knight. 

• Ask pupils to underline/highlight the verbs in the passage and to identify 
tenses used. Discuss use of past tense in narrative writing. 

• Model the use of adjectival phrases by writing shared descriptive sentences 
about the Green Knight. 

• Use the adjective ‘green’ to demonstrate the use of comparative adjectives. 
The children could take turns to compose comparative sentences about the 
Green Knight (e.g. ‘he was greener than the trees in the deep summer 
wood…’) 

• Using the text, ask children to identify examples of ownership (e.g. ‘The 
saddle and bridle of his horse…’) and then rewrite these sentences, 
modelling use of apostrophe to mark possession (e.g. ‘The horse’s saddle 
and bridle…’) 

 
Text level: 

• Encourage pupils to keep a notebook in which they write down any details 
of characters, and conversations which reveal ‘character’. Share these as a 
class at regular intervals. 

• Discuss the idea of ‘Living Legends’ and ask pupils how many they can 
name (sports and rock stars provide good examples) Ask pupils to make a 
character sketch of their favourite living legend, separating the facts from 
the ‘legendary’ elements. 

• On a large sheet of paper begin a story path of Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight with the class. Mark significant events. Pupils could also make their 
own story paths of other familiar legends. These could then be used for 
comparison after the last episode. 

• Ask children to find examples in their own reading of how ‘mood’ or 
‘atmosphere’ is established in story. 
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Programme 9 – At the castle of Sir Bercilak 
 
Synopsis: 
 
Gawain encounters many perils on his journey before arriving at the castle of Sir 
Bercilak. When he learns that the Green Chapel is nearby he agrees to stay for a 
few days. Gawain strikes a deal with Sir Bercilak, promising to exchange whatever 
he is given in return for what Sir Bercilak kills in the hunt. While Sir Bercilak is 
out, his young wife visits Gawain. She gives him her belt which she claims will 
protect him from any harm - on the condition that Gawain keeps it a secret. He 
agrees and so does not tell Sir Bercilak about the gift. Then he continues on his 
journey to meet the Green Knight. 
 
Before the programme: 
 

• Display a range of story settings, including one from a well-known legend. 
• Discuss the use of descriptive language in each and explore the ways in 

which they might influence both the events and the characters’ behaviour. 
• Ask pupils to recall the story so far, focusing briefly on character, setting 

and events. 
 
During the programme: 
 
Be ready to pause the tape to undertake the activities suggested within the 
programme. 
 

• Activity 1. Analysing the description of the winter landscape. Replay this 
section of the programme and then ask pupils to focus on any words or 
phrases which make them feel cold and shivery. In the story the relevant 
paragraph is the one beginning ‘The sky was dark with snow and the roads 
hard as iron. At night he half froze to death, and during the day the rain 
came down in icy sheets on his cold armour…’ Give the children a few 
minutes to jot these down, then make a collection on the class board. 
Which is the predominant sense the writer appeals to? Why is this so? Do 
they appeal to any other of our senses? 

 
• Activity 2. Determining what Gawain’s unspoken thoughts are at a key 

moment. Recall the main events of story on the class board under the 
headings ‘openings’ and ‘events’. Discuss each event briefly. Should Gawain 
have accepted Sir Bercilak’s invitation to stay? What is the purpose of the 
bargain he strikes? What motive might Sir Bercilak’s wife have for offering 
him the silken belt? Should he take it? On the basis of this discussion, ask 
pupils to anticipate what is likely to happen. Will Sir Gawain accept the 
belt? What problems might it present him with were he to take it? Will it 
keep him safe from the Green Knight? 

 
• Activity 3. Deciding if Gawain is right to accept the belt. Talk to pupils 

about moral dilemmas and what they imply for those presented with them. 
Ask them to explain Gawain’s dilemma in their own words and the 
implications of the choice he faces. Write these on a class board and retain 
for future use. Use shared ideas to write an imaginary letter from Gawain 
to Arthur, in which he explains the course of action he has taken. Do pupils 
agree with what he’s decided? 
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After the programme: 
 
Word level: 

• Display the text of the paragraph beginning ‘The sky was dark with snow 
and the roads hard as iron. At night he half froze to death, and during the 
day the rain came down in icy sheets on his cold armour…’ and ask the 
children to identify the homophone to/too and explain when each is used. 
They could then identify other homophones in the text, e.g. ‘passed’. 
Shared sentences could then be written to consolidate the children’s 
understanding of correct usage. 

 
Sentence level: 

• Display the same passage of text once more. Ask the children to highlight 
words that help to create a cold and gloomy atmosphere. How many of 
these are adjectives? Make a list. How many are metallic images? Why are 
these used? Can the children identify any soft images? What are they? How 
do they intensify the feeling in the passage? The children could then write 
‘shivery sentences’ using the highlighted words and images. 

 
Text level: 

• Discuss moral dilemmas that other fictional characters have to face. Fairy-
tale characters provide clear examples. Ask the children to draw a 
character of their choice with a thought bubble on either side, in which they 
write both sides of his/her dilemma. 

• Make a ‘decision tree’ as a class, marking points at which Gawain had to 
make crucial choices. 

• Encourage pupils to empathise with fictional characters by ‘hotseating’ a 
character of their choice. 

• Discuss the passage of time in the story, considering why authors focus on 
some events and leave others out. 

• As a class, decide on a range of possible settings for legend. Make a web of 
words appropriate to each, encouraging the children to use a thesaurus. 

• Start a ‘King Arthur advises’ notice board on which to display letters that 
children have written from fictional characters, discussing dilemmas that 
face them. Pairs of children could take turns to be Arthur and offer written 
or oral solutions to the problems. 
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Programme 10 – At the Green Chapel 
 
Synopsis: 
 
Gawain arrives at the Green Chapel and is advised by his guide to turn back. He 
continues, meets the Green Knight but flinches when the blow is returned. The 
Green Knight strikes again but only grazes Gawain’s neck. Gawain has met the 
challenge - or so he thinks. However, the Green Knight reveals his true identity as 
Sir Bercilak and explains that Gawain would not have been hurt at all had he not 
lied about the belt. Gawain offers to return it, but Sir Bercilak refuses. Gawain 
keeps the belt as a sign of humility. When he returns to Arthur’s court and tells 
his story Arthur orders all knights to wear a green belt as a mark of courage. 
 
Before the programme: 
 

• Revise ways in which atmosphere and suspense are built up in stories and 
make a list of these. 

• As a class, make a graph of the story so far, marking events on the 
horizontal axis and levels of excitement on the vertical, on a scale of one to 
ten. Identify any patterns that are revealed and discuss their impact on the 
reader. This can be completed and discussed after the programme, when 
other stories from a different genre can be similarly plotted for purposes of 
comparison. 

• Display a range of story endings which are familiar to the children. How 
satisfying are they? Discuss what has been resolved and what is left 
unresolved. Include a cliff-hanger ending if possible, for comparison. 

 
During the programme: 
 
Be ready to pause the tape to undertake the activities suggested within the 
programme. 
 

• Activity 1. Analysing the atmosphere of this part of the story. Working in 
groups, ask the children to discuss the atmosphere of the story at this 
point. How is it created? Ask them to appoint a scribe to make brief notes, 
linking the use of setting with atmosphere and focusing on any words or 
phrases which make them feel chilly and uneasy. 

 
• Activity 2. Deciding the right ending for the story. Revise what has been 

discussed about story endings prior to the programme. Discuss what has 
been resolved in the story so far and make notes on the class board. 
Working in groups, ask the children to make notes on issues that remain 
unresolved. Share these as a class. Could children provide answers to these 
themselves, or do they need more information in order to do so? On the 
basis of this, do they feel that this would be a good point at which to end? 

 
• Activity 3. Reassessing the character of the Green Knight. In groups, ask 

children to appoint a scribe, and using the main events of the story, discuss 
and make notes on the character of the Green Knight/Sir Bercilak. In what 
way do they represent good/bad aspects of the same character? To what 
extent was Sir Bercilak responsible for his actions when in the guise of the 
Green Knight? What lessons does he teach Sir Gawain about himself and 
others? What are the children’s feelings about the Green Knight now? 
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After the programme: 
 
Word level: 

• Display the paragraph of text beginning ‘Gawain spurred on Gringolet, 
riding right down into the ravine, but he saw no sign of any dwelling, only 
great jagged boulders rising up on either side…’ Ask pupils to underline 
pronouns and discuss correct usage. 

 
Sentence level: 

• Display the same passage of text again to identify and explain how commas 
and full stops are used to join and separate clauses. 

• Ask pupils to highlight the adjectives in the text. Ask them to use their 
thesaurus to find alternative word choices and make a list of these. Would 
they be as effective as the ones the writer chooses? Discuss as a class. 

• Replay the section of the programme in which Sir Gawain approaches and 
meets the Green Knight. Create a senses web to identify how atmosphere 
is established at the Green Chapel. Ask children to recall as many words 
and phrases as they can from the account. 

 
Text level: 

• Display the same passage of text again and read the description with the 
children. Ask them to rewrite the text to make the chapel become a 
peaceful and pleasant place. 

• Brainstorm a range of alternative endings with the class, using the 
following questions as prompts for the children. Suppose Sir Becilak had 
not forgiven Gawain for deceiving him? What if Sir Gawain had taken the 
advice of his guide and turned back? What if the magician who transforms 
Sir Bercilak had put a spell on Gawain as well? Ask children to choose and 
write one these alternative endings. 

• Discuss how changes in ending affect the way the reader feels about 
characters. 

• As a class write down the names of the characters in the story. Ask the 
children to suggest their qualities, such as ‘courage’, etc. Do they all share 
the same qualities? Ask children to name characters from other legends. Do 
they possess similar attributes? What about fairy tales and myth? 


