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Introduction for Teachers
What Is the Idea Behind Cultural Conversations?
In recent years, there have been some ideas circulating and influencing curriculum choices 
based on the notion that it is vitally important to offer students ‘powerful knowledge’, 
a term coined by Michael Young and then taken up by Ofsted. Powerful knowledge, for 
some of its advocates, is always and only school knowledge, limited to high culture and, 
within that, canonical western high culture only. It often boils down to Homer, Beowulf, 
Dickens, Shakespeare and the Romantics. Coupled with this is the idea that students have 
an inferior culture of their own, or even worse ‘no culture’. They need to be ‘weaned off’ 
their home and community culture towards something that’s ‘better’. In terms of delivery, 
it is sometimes suggested that the best way of offering a good strong curriculum, with lots 
of powerful knowledge is to follow a chronological structure or spine for KS3, starting with 
Beowulf and ending up, perhaps, with something modern in Year 9.

Some counterveiling influences have led people to stop and question all of this. In part the 
questioning comes from teachers’ past experience of curriculum planning and delivery. 
However, it has also been given fresh impetus by the Black Lives Matter movement and 
concerns raised by teachers and others about cultural biases in the curriculum. 

This publication offers a way of thinking about the curriculum that is based on the idea 
of cultural conversations. High culture and popular culture are in conversation with one 
another, as are home knowledge and school knowledge, texts from within western and 
other traditions, modern texts and older ones. It is not an either/or approach to culture – 
rather, it is one that is inclusive, offering more knowledge, not less.

Conversation is both an organising principle for this unit and a pedagogical approach. In 
working on the material in this publication, students should engage in the six different 
kinds of cultural conversation listed below:

Six Kinds of Cultural Conversation
1. The conversation between every reader and every text.

2. Conversations between texts (across periods, contexts and cultures). 

3. The ‘big’ conversations about literature and culture (about value, universality, genres 
and so on).

4. Conversations between ‘everyday’ knowledge and ‘school’ knowledge. 

5. Classroom conversation between students and their teacher about texts.

6. Conversations beyond the classroom and future classroom contexts – continuing the 
conversation.
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What Will Students be Learning By Doing This Unit? 
Students will encounter several poems that they enjoy reading and thinking about. They 
will be introduced to some key ideas that they can take forward about the nature of texts 
and textual study. 

One such concept is the idea that texts are read differently, by different people and 
groups, not only now but also across time and in different contexts. The context in which 
something is read influences the meanings we take from it.

They will learn more about how poems work and what makes them have a powerful 
impact, looking under the bonnet at the engine of a poem to see how it works and 
comparing different engines.

They will learn about intertextuality – how writers are influenced by the texts they’ve read 
and seen, and sometimes draw on them, or quote from them, in their own work, as well 
as the ways in which readers can draw out connections and comparisons between texts. 
In doing this, they will see how texts connect with each other, and can be in intimate 
conversation with each other.

All of these ideas should enrich their study of these particular poems but will also be ones 
that they will carry through into future conversations about material they have yet to 
encounter. This is the underpinning ‘curriculum’ in English studies, the ways of thinking 
about texts and the critical concepts that one applies when one ‘does’ English.

PoemstoInspireKS3-FINAL22JAN22.indd   5PoemstoInspireKS3-FINAL22JAN22.indd   5 22/01/2022   10:3822/01/2022   10:38



6
© English & Media Centre, 2021

Introduction for Pupils
In this unit you will be reading some poems that have meant a lot to other people and 
given them inspiration – an urge to achieve something, or overcome some difficulty in 
their lives. These include some famous people, like Winston Churchill, Nelson Mandela, 
Oprah Winfrey and two US presidents, Joe Biden and Barack Obama, as well as Michelle 
Obama. In reading and working on the poems, you’ll be finding out more about:

 ⊲ How texts are read differently, by different people

 ⊲ How that can change in different times and places

 ⊲ How poems work and what makes them have a powerful impact

 ⊲ How writers are influenced by the texts they’ve read and seen, and sometimes draw 
on them, or quote from them, in their own work

 ⊲ How texts connect with each other, and are in conversation with each other.
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Still I Rise
On pages 8 and 9 is a poem that has given inspiration to many, written by the American 
poet Maya Angelou. It was fi rst published in 1978. 

Angelou grew up in the Deep South of the USA during a period of segregation and 
discrimination against the black population. She also suff ered lots of personal diffi  culties 
as a child and a young woman. As a young adult she struggled to earn a living and make 
her way in the world as a dancer and singer, working in clubs, before she later established 
herself as a writer. She had to fi ght all the way against racial prejudice. (She writes about 
these experiences in three autobiographical books, the most well-known being I Know Why 
the Caged Bird Sings.)

Why So Powerful? Why So Inspiring?
❚ Read the poem. Talk about what qualities you think have made it so inspirational for 

many audiences. 

❚ Now make a list of statements giving possible reasons why this poem may be so 
powerful and memorable. Here is one to start you off :

‘I rise’ suggests that whatever happens the narrator will rise above it. She won’t 
let herself be defeated.

❚ Try re-writing a bit of the poem to remove one of the aspects that you felt made it 
powerful, to see what diff erence that makes, for example:

‘What happens if she doesn’t ask any questions?’
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