
Lesson Plan:
Poetry and Mathematics - Each can help the understanding of the other become more vivid

Focus: A more cognitive science and creativity can work together to create new understanding.  Careful observation
and succinctness of poetry can help us appreciate the mathematics around us

Materials Needed: 1 copy of Esbensen book Echoes for the Eye
Supplementary Items: Folder # 7 from full portfolio or the “Poetry and Mathematics” PDF file downloaded from the

web site. The folder will contain the following 3 items. If you are doing this lesson all digitally then the following three items
follow this page in the PDF file.

1. Transparency of page 30 of poem on circles  (item B1)
2. Transparency of Carl Sandburg's "Arithmetic" from I Thought I'd Take My Rat to School B2
3. Transparency of "Math is Brewing and I'm in Trouble" from I f You're Not Here, Please 
Raise Your Hand by Kalli Dakos   B3

Activities/Procedures:
1.  Ask your students to close their eyes and see what "inner video" they run while you read this section (page 30 
of poem on circles) at least twice.  Have students quickly make a pencil sketch of what they saw.

2.  Use "Think, Pair Share" to brainstorm other places they see circles in their lives.  Have them visualize their trip
to school, their bedroom, games and toys, nature, etc. 

- Get out the books and read all of her "Circles" poem to see what else she thought of.

- Study her use of space and other elements of poetry. 

3.  Explore the whole book to see what other facets of mathematics are included.  Why aren't triangles included?  
- Are there any triangle patterns in nature or are they all manmade? 

- What else could be included? 

- Are there any other math/poetry books which could be written?

4.  Have individuals or small groups choose a facet of mathematics to write a poem about.  For younger students 
you may wish to do this as a whole class with the teacher as scribe but following all the steps below.

- It's helpful to give a heads-up on this assignment the day before you plan to do it so that students have time to 
observe and think about what they will write about. 

- Spend part of a period brainstorming all the words, phrases and especially verbs they can think of that fit their 
topics.

- Have them try writing "Barbara Esbensen style” (see poetry lessons on "Frog" and "Spider" from Words with 
Wrinkled Knees) with several versions of phrases which may or may not be included and different orders 
to see how they are included.

- Bring to final copies and find a way to publish and share their work.

- Share other poems about mathematics such as Carl Sandburg's "Arithmetic" from I Thought I'd Take My Rat to 
School or "Math is Brewing and I'm in Trouble" from If You're Not Here, Please Raise Your Hand by Kalli 
Dakos for a contrast in feelings about mathematics within other forms of poetry.  B2 & B3



from Barbara Esbensen’s Echoes for the Eye (Harper Collins, 1996) p. 30.
Illustrated by Helen K. Davie.
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