
GRADE 8 ENGLISH HOME LANGUAGE POETRY 

1. A Time to Talk  

by Robert Frost (1874-1963) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-reading 

1 Have you heard the expression “no time to talk”? when do people use it? What does it 
suggest about “talk”? 

During reading 

2 Look at the illustration.  Why does he have to “plod” (walk slowly and heavily)? 

Post-reading 

3 The friend slows his horse to a “meaning walk”.  What does this action signal? 

4 Look at the illustration. 

4.a How far has the speaker got in his task? 

4.b What makes his task so challenging? 

5.a What choice does the speaker make? 

5.b Why does he choose this option? 

6 Suggest a reason why he plants the hoe with its handle in the ground so that it is “blade end 
up”. 

7 What does the word “mellow” tell us about the soil? 

8 What does the way the speaker uses language tell us about the kind of man he is and what 
he thinks is important? 

 

When a friend calls to me from the road 

And slows his horse to a meaning walk, 

I don’t stand still and look around 

On all the hills I haven’t hoed, 

And shout from where I am, What is it? 

No, not as there is a time to talk. 

I thrust my hoe in the mellow ground, 

Blade-end up and five feet tall, 

And plod: I go up to the stone wall 

For a friendly visit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Glossary 
meaning: even 
hoe: to mix and dig into soil 
thrust: to push against something with force 
mellow: softened  
visit: chat (American) 
 
 



2. Blue mist like smoke  

by Stephen Gray 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-reading 

1 Look at the title and the first line of the poem.  What kind of poem do you think it is going to 
be? 

During reading 

2 How do you know quite early on that this poem is based on a cultural myth? Write down two 
phrases that suggest this. 

Post-reading 

3 What about the hare would make it seem like “blue mist resembling smoke” in real life? 

4 On a very hot day it sometimes looks as if there is water on the road ahead, but this is just a 
mirage.  Here the mirage at daybreak is supposedly caused by the hare.  What does it do to 
the sun? 

5 What effect does !kho have on humans (according to the myth)? 

6 Write down two examples of personification in the poem and say what they contribute to the 
poem. 

7 The speaker says ‘our mothers used to say’, and then uses ‘they say’ three times more when 
describing the myth.  What does it suggest about his attitude to the myth? 

 

 

The hare 

is like a mist, 

like !kho, 

a blue mist 

resembling smoke, 

our mothers used to say. 

 

When a mirage 

appears at daybreak, 

just before sunrise, 

they say it is 

the hare, 

the mirage in it, 

that keeps the sun in mist, 

that cloaks the sun in smoke, 

that weakens the sun’s eye, 

that does not let it rise, 

and brings much illness to us. 

 

It is, they say, 

the hare that does it, 

a hare like mist, 

a hare like smoke, 

the mirage in it, 

Glossary 
hare: a larger species of rabbit 
!kho: a mythical figure which can shape-shift 
resembling: to be like or similar to. 
mirage: an illusion in which objects are not where they appear to be. 
 
 
 
 



the !kho of it. 

 

It is, they say, 

a smoke resembling mist 

blue mist like smoke 

that does it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. In a small city at dusk  

By Martin Carter 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-reading 

1 Bats and birds both fly.  How do they look different from one another?  Is there anything in the 
illustration that you did not know before? 

During reading 

2 When do you recognise that the poem is not mainly about birds and bats? 

Post-reading 

3 Look at the illustration.  As you can see bats and birds are very different.  Explain why is it so 
difficult to distinguish between them at dusk. 

4 Why does each of them seek out the same tree? 

5 Explain how a tree can be planted by “beak” or “claw” or “hand”. 

6 In what way are the bat and the bird strangers to each other? 

7 Explain he parallel the speaker draws right at the end of the poem between what dusk does to 
these two creatures and what it does to humans. 

 

In a small city at dusk 

it is difficult to distinguish 

bird from bat.  Both fly fast: 

one away from the dark 

and one toward the dark. 

The bird to a nest in the tree. 

The bat to a feast in its branches. 

 

Strangers to each other they seek 

planted by beak or claw or hand 

the same tree that grows out of the great soil. 

And I know, even before I came to live here, 

before the city had so many houses 

dusk did the same to bird and bat and does 

the same to man. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Glossary 
dusk: the time before night when it is not yet dark. 
distinguish: see something as different. 
 
 
 



4. Bedtime story  

by Chris Mann 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-reading 

1 Look at the title of the poem.  What do you expect the poem to be about? 

During reading 

2 What is the actual story and who tells it? 

Post-reading 

3 Quote one line that tells you that the child is reluctant to get ready for bed.  Why do you think 
the boy does not want to go to bed yet? 

4 How does the child show that he loves and trusts the speaker (probably his parent or 
grandparent)? 

5 Give an example from the poem of behaviour that is ‘boisterous’. 

6 The word ‘pierce’ has been chosen because it is associated with discomfort or even pain.  Why 
does the speaker feel upset? 

7 Is the problem resolved at the end of the poem? Explain how you found your answer. 

 

 

The bath, the brushing of teeth, 

the dragging on of pyjamas 

worked through with threats and pleas, 

the sprinting, wrestling and bouncing 

at last diminishing. 

I light a candle on the toy-chest, 

step across a carpet mined with Lego 

and bend towards the five-year-old 

who opens his arms in reply. 

 

Sitting on the foot of the bed 

I ask the worst and best of his day, 

trying to imagine a pre-primary universe, 

its Liliputian taps and urinals, 

its lockers with towels and mugs on hooks 

with battered brown cases on shelves, 

its corridors boisterous with children. 

 

He turns and stretches a moment, 

the heel of a foot shoved in the air, 

rubbing at a sticker 

Glossary 
dragging: pulling with difficulty  
threats: telling someone there will be negative consequences 
pleas: urgent requests 
sprinting: running 
diminishing: becoming less  
Liliputian: very small in size 
battered: damaged 
boisterous: loud 
rearing: getting up 
grimace: an ugly facial expression (like a frown) 
pierce: stab into a surface 
composure: the feeling of being calm 
grunts: a low, short, throaty sound 
 
 



of dinosaurs rearing on the wall, 

then says with a grimace, 

‘At break I was so lonely, 

I went to the swings and when I came back 

the friends I was playing with had gone.’ 

 

The words pierce my adult composure. 

I find little comfort in thinking that pain matures us 

that he is already his own human being. 

I start to make healing suggestions, 

which he considers for a moment 

then grunts at in reply, 

the silence deepening, 

the heel continuing to rub at the door.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5. Boy on a swing  

by Mbuyiseni Oswald Mtshali 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-reading 

1 What memories do you have of being on a swing? What feelings come to mind? 

During reading 

2 At what point do you move from seeing this poem as about a boy swinging to having a sense 
of what is going on in his mind? 

Post-reading 

3 In this poem, the boy’s perspective literally changes as he swings backwards and forwards, up 
and down.  What does this mean? 

4 How does the poet help us imagine the action of the swing? 

5 Quote the simile (comparison) in stanza 2.  How does it help you to picture the boy? 

6 What are the “four cardinal points”? (If you don’t know, you can work this out from the 
context.) Explain how they become confused in the boy’s mind. 

7 The first two questions he asks his mother are typical questions a young boy asks. 

7.a What is important about wearing long trousers? 

7.b The third question takes us by surprise.  What does “Why was my father jailed?” tell you about 
everyday life where the boy lives? 

 

Slowly he moves 

to and fro, to and fro, 

then faster and faster 

he swishes up and down. 

 

His blue shirt 

billows in the breeze  

like a tattered kite. 

 

The world whirls by: 

east becomes west, 

north turns to south; 

the four cardinal points 

meet in his head. 

 

Glossary 
fro: away from something 
swishes: to moves with a quick hissing sound 
billows: to fill up with air 
tattered: worn-out 
whirls: moves fast in a circular motion 
cardinal: main 
trousers: pants 
 
 
 



Mother!  

Where did I come from? 

When will I wear long trousers? 

Why was my father jailed? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6. Message to the moon  
by Millicent L. Petit 
 

 

 
Pre-reading 

1 Look at the illustration.  What do we mean when we talk about ‘the man in the moon’? 

During reading 

2 During reading this poem, decide who ‘they’ are. 

Post-reading 

3 What basic warning is given to the moon in this poem? 

4 Whose point of view does this poem reflect? (an advertiser, an environmentalist, a health 
fanatic, or a lawyer) Explain your answer. 

5 Pores are tiny holes in our skin.  What is the speaker referring to when he says to the moon, 
“They’ll fill your pores with scrap iron”? 

6 How does the moon stand a better chance against the “developments”  mentioned in the 
poem if it forgets to wax and keeps on waning? 

7 What other advice is given to the moon? Explain the humour in each suggestion. 

8 Mention two ways in which the moon is personified and comment on the effectiveness of 
each. 

 
 
 
 
 

Glossary 
strike: to discover minerals by drilling or mining 
refineries: an industrial structure where natural substances are cleaned or refined 
freeways: multiple roads close to each other 
pores: small holes in the skin (especially around the nose) 
smog: smoke and fog (pollution) 
pockmarked: having scars remain from having had chickenpox  
trailer camp: caravan site (lacking quality)  
wax: the moon increasing in size 
waning: the moon getting smaller in size 
orbit: a set path in space 
eclipse: when the moon appears darker because it is in the earth’s shadow. 
mooning: to having in an aimless manner 
 



7. i console myself 
by James Matthews 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Pre-reading 

1 This poem was written while James Matthews was in jail as a political prisoner.  What do you 
think people in jail might long for? 

During reading 

2 There is no punctuation and there are no capital letters in the poem.  Why do you think the 
poet made this decision? 

Post-reading 

3 Identify the central image (figure of speech) in the poem and say how it is effective. 

4 What word tells you that the speaker is comforted by the memory of the mulberry tree? 

5 Which lines describe the mulberry tree in Spring and in Summer respectively? 

6 What difference in meaning would there be if the poet had used “extended arms” instead of 
arms extended? 

7 Explain: “mouths streaked crimson” and sated with sweetness”. 

8 The ‘s’ sound is emphasised in: “mouths streaked crimson/sated with sweetness” 

8.a What is this sound device called? 

8.b Why are these lines so effective? 

 

i console myself 

with the memory 

my mulberry tree 

arrayed in green 

fragrant in bloom 

her arms extended 

offering succulent fruit 

to happy children 

mouths streaked crimson 

sated with sweetness 

enjoying annual harvest 

heralding a spring 

of bounteous days 

Glossary 
console: to comfort  
arrayed: dressed 
fragrant: good smelling 
extended: stretched out 
succulent: juicy and tasty 
streaked: lined 
sated: filled so they don’t want anymore 
annual: yearly 
heralding: being a sight that something will happen 
bounteous: when there is much of something 
 
 
 


