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This resource explores how poetry 
can spark rich, colourful and 
accessible sensory play in SEND 
settings, particularly for work 
with groups with profound and 
complex needs, or for any group 
where verbal communication is 
particularly limited.

Poems are a brilliant starting point for playful 
and imaginative sensory experiences. Poems 
are often short. They’re flexible. They often 
hone in one specific thing to conjure up a world, 
mood or atmosphere, rather than asking the 
listener to follow a sequential plot. You can dip 
in and out of a poem. Best of all, a poem is a 
sensory event in itself: every poem is a piece of 
music. You absolutely don’t have to understand 
all – or indeed any – of the words in a poem to 
still take pleasure in it, because the sound of a 
poem is its own magic. And unlike other sorts 
of text, poems can find their way to unexpected 
bits of our brains and bodies. Even if we don’t 
always know exactly what it ‘means’, a good 
poem offers us numerous ways to enjoy and 
engage with it all the same. 

With this in mind, the following ideas explore 
some ways to help bring poems alive for SEND 
groups with more profound and complex 
needs, lifting poems off the page and into a 
space as living, breathing things that are open, 
accessible, flexible and beautiful. 

This pack provides you with:

1. Some ideas and approaches to ‘animating’ 
poems in a sensory way  
2. A more detailed 30-minute activity plan for a 
‘journey through the seasons’ using four poems 
from Nicola Davies’ A First Book of Nature 
(illustrated by Mark Hearld)
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How can poems 
be ‘sensory’?



The Power of a Soundtrack 
A soundtrack played gently in the background 
makes the world of difference when reading 
a poem aloud. It helps create the atmosphere 
of the poem when you first perform it, and 
then helps sustain this atmosphere across any 
sensory play that follows.  
 
I’ve suggested four soundworlds/pieces 
of music to complement the four poems 
suggested below, from recorded nature 
sounds of a cuckoo in a forest (for a poem 
about spring) to the bright, cheerful sounds of 
West African Kora music (for a poem 
about rainbows). 
 
Other soundtracks that are especially effective 
are ocean waves and jungle sounds (search on 
Youtube and loads of options pop up). Lots of 
evocative pieces of classical music also have 
similarly evocative titles, so decide what sort 
of world you’d like the music to create then 
search for e.g. “bird song classical music”…

Explore the senses 
Poems often engage with the senses, evoking 
sights, sounds, smells, tastes… 
�

s Is there a fragrance mentioned in the poem 
that could come ‘alive’ with a bottle of scent 
sprayed carefully into the space at its mention? 
s Is there an item that could be touched while 
the poem is read aloud, such as a piece of 
furry fabric or a scrap of tree bark? 

�

s Does the poem reference something 
colourful that could be highlighted using 
coloured scarves that turn the world  
purple or orange or green when held in  
front of the eyes? 
s Does the poem conjure something that 
could be tasted with a lick of something  
sweet or cold?

Finding Ways to Play 
Short repeatable poems are brilliant for 
developing active engagement and interaction. 
Objects like shaky eggs are great resources  
for playing ‘start-stop’ games while you read  
a poem aloud. When a participant shakes  
the egg, you read the poem. When they  
stop shaking the egg, you stop abruptly in 
the middle of the line or word, only beginning 
again from that point when they shake the  
egg again, allowing the child to ‘conduct’  
the poem…

Activity 1 
Bringing Poems Alive: Ideas 
and Approaches
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I have drawn on four poems by
children’s nature writer Nicola 
Davies that each describe 
an aspect of one of the four 
seasons, which are all included 
in Davies’ A First Book of Nature 
(illustrated by Mark Hearld). 

Spring
Poem
‘Water’ (p.8) – this short poem is  
all about how the spring sunshine melts 
winter’s ice.

Soundtrack
Before you read the poem aloud, set the scene 
with the sounds of cuckoos in a forest. 
Link: https://bit.ly/2MyzTzP

Animating a Poem
Begin by reading the poem aloud. This 
playful poem about the ice melting is a great 
opportunity to play with bubbles. Read the 
poem aloud again, this time blowing bubbles 
out into the group at the end of each of the 
poem’s three verses. 
 When the poem’s finished, try introducing 
a bubble-popping game – any time you or 
anyone in the group pops a bubble, read aloud 
a single word from the poem (‘melt’, ‘whisper’, 
‘gurgle’) to mark the popping.

More Music
This poem has a lovely musical feel to it. You 
could use wind chimes or a children’s toy 
glockenspiel to punctuate special words in the 
poem as you read it aloud again. For instance, 
perform the final line of the poem (‘And water 
sings: Grow! Grow! Grow!’) with a ‘ping’ on the 
chimes for every repeat of the word ‘grow’'…
 

Activity 2 
A Journey through the 
Seasons: Sample Activity 
Plan (c.30 minutes)
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Summer
Poem
Rainbows (p.24) – this poem celebrates the  
riot of colour found in summery rainbows. 

Soundtrack 
This beautiful piece of music for the West 
African Kora (a kind of harp) called ‘Hamadoun 
Toure’ by Toumani & Sidiki conjures warmth and 
colour – and is a lovely ‘wake-up’ contrast after 
the gentle cuckoo soundtrack…  
Link: https://bit.ly/32z44fV 

Animating the poem
The poem lists all the colours of the rainbow 
in order. Using pieces of coloured cloth or 
transparent juggling scarves (see for instance 
here), when each colour is mentioned, throw 
the appropriately coloured scarf into the air and 
watch as it drifts gently down to the ground. 
Then when you reach the final line of the 
poem – ‘watch out for rainbows!’ – throw all the 
scarves up together for a feast of colour as they 
float down to the ground. 

Add Colour
Hand out the pieces of coloured cloth and 
encourage participants to look through them 
and see the world in green or orange or purple 
as you read the poem again. Explore what 
happens when you mix colours by looking 
through more than one scarf…

Autumn
Poem
‘Winds’ (p.62) – this poem describes the  
bursts of wind that blow during Autumn.

Soundtrack 
Sanfter Westwind (Gentle West Wind) by 
Sibelius for the piano captures the motion of 
the wind as it ebbs and flows. 
Link: https://bit.ly/2J7pKbi

Animating the poem
Using a simple Spanish fan, introduce the 
feel of the ‘autumn wind’ on participants’ faces, 
hands or feet as you read the poem aloud. 
Enjoy the rich verbs in the poem (‘drives… 
bends… ripples… ruffles… brushes…’) and use 
these verbs as prompts to create a stronger 
breeze with the fan, adding extra rhythm to 
your performance of the poem. 

Extra Interaction
Hand one participant a shaky percussion 
egg to play ‘start-and-stop’ with the poem. 
When the participant shakes the egg, read the 
poem, but the moment the participant stops 
shaking it, you stop reading, even if mid-word. 
Start again only when the egg is shaken once 
more. Experiment with adjusting the pace or 
volume of your reading to respond to how the 
participant shakes the egg… 
 

Winter
Poem
The Stars Show (p.100) – this delicate poem 
about the night sky is a lovely cool-down for 
the end of the session.  

Soundtrack 
Holst’s ‘Neptune the Mystic’ (from The Planets) 
is a wonderfully mysterious and atmospheric 
piece of music. 
Link: https://bit.ly/2MA9Msa

Animating the poem
Dim the lights and switch on some twinkly fairy 
lights or as you read the poem aloud. 

More music
Use a single note of the glockenspiel or a single 
shake of some wind chimes to add a musical 
twinkle to every mention of the word ‘star’, as 
you read the poem aloud again.
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https://bit.ly/32z44fV 
https://www.amazon.co.uk/OULII-Juggling-Scarves-Hemmed-Square/dp/B014CS9JY8/ref=pd_lpo_sbs_21_t_0?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1&refRID=849JJWW3EV3DYHT17WYR
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