Cosmic Poetry: Words and Ideas Bring the Cosmos to Life
Goals:

· To have fun!

· To provide a unique means for tapping into the ideas, thoughts and feelings that students have about the universe and their place within it.

· To put a “human face” on the possibly distant and intangible ideas inherent in cosmology and astronomy

· To create a venue in which students can “safely” ask questions and discuss ideas about some of the most difficult topics in astronomy and cosmology

· To convey the following general concepts - that not all questions have nor need answers, that cosmology is interesting and relevant, that cosmology and astronomy can be appreciated by everyone, and that these subjects can inspire art, literature and music, as well as scientific discovery.

Materials:

Note:
All you really need is paper, something to write with, and your imagination. But we have created a number of tools to help elicit ideas and thoughts, to facilitate discussion, and to better structure your explorations with Cosmic Poetry.

· Paper

· Writing instruments

· Optional: Magnetic Cosmic Poetry Set (requires Magnetic “Paper” available from Staples). Use the Cosmic Poetry list (attached or download from NNN) and print it onto the magnetic paper according to the directions on the package. Cut out the words and place them in a

· *safe* location, such as a metal door or the side of a metal filing cabinet. Safety Note — Do not use any magnetic poetry set on a refrigerator, or near any food preparation area. Words can accidentally fall off and be ingested. Not for use with or around small children, who may eat or choke on them.

· OR Optional: Print out the Cosmic Poetry list onto regular paper, cut out, and move the words around on a flat surface. Optional: Original poems about astronomy that students have created, either before they arrived, or using the Cosmic Poetry Set for inspiration.

· Optional: Copies of poems about astronomy that students have read in books, magazines, etc.
Background:

Since humans first walked the Earth, they have mused about their origins, the universe, and their place within it. They observed the world around them, asked questions, and explored the mysteries of the cosmos through music, stories, poetry, art, and dance. These are still the methods that tap into the emotions and motivation for human exploration, our hunger to learn more. Some of the questions scientists are asking now, (What came before the Big Bang? Are there an infinite number of universes? What happens inside a Black Hole?) are new ways of asking the old questions of where do we come from, and where do we fit in.. Using poetry we can express the mysteries and human desire to reach out, understand, and explore our planet, solar system, and universe.

In this activity, students explore the biggest mysteries of the cosmos through poetry. This is a very flexible activity, and can be structured around various environments, learners and time available. Here are procedures and suggestions to help facilitate poetry explorations with your students.

Suggestions for Introducing the Activity:

Depending on how you want to facilitate your poetry experience, you may ask students ahead of time to:

· Write an original astronomy poem

· Hand out copies of the Cosmic Poetry Set for students to use at home. Tell them to record some of the poems that they, their families or friends create.

· Read astronomy related poetry, and bring in copies of poems that speak to them.

If you meet regularly in the same space, and can keep some of the Cosmic Poetry Sets up for a period of time, you may want to do this. Then you can occasionally record the poems that get composed in that space to share with the whole group later.

Students my require some guidance in understanding some general concepts in astronomy, such as the contents of the universe, size and scale, time, light, etc. Activities such as “Cosmic Survey” and “Modeling the Universe” might be good introductions for students to begin thinking about the universe, and give them a jumping off point to identifying their own questions and reactions.

Procedure:

Part 1:
Solicit Ideas, Feelings and Questions

Gather student’s ideas, feelings, and questions about astronomy. This discussion is intended to help inspire writing by getting them to think about what they know, how they feel, and what they remember in their lives about astronomy. How do they feel looking up at the night sky? What makes astronomy interesting to them? What came before the Big Bang? Do they feel it is exciting to see a robotic probe explore the solar system, or do people have to go? What are their questions about how the planets and the universe formed? Will there (or where is there) an end to time? What are their strongest memories about astronomy; was it going to a museum, seeing a comet, watching shooting stars, meeting a scientist, getting a telescope for a gift, etc.? Facilitate a short discussion about two or three of these issues and questions that seem of most interest to the group.

Part 2:
Creating and Considering Poetry

If you have limited time, or have not been able to have students bring or work on poems before the session, then this is the point when students have a chance to create something original. Give students some time to work alone or in groups with the Cosmic Poetry Sets, or to write a few original lines.

If they need inspiration beyond the Cosmic Poetry Sets, remind them about the discussion they just had, and ask them to pick a particular memory, planet or feeling to express in a few lines. Younger students may profit from your asking them to think about unusual questions like, “What does Mars taste like?”, “What would you feel if you were the night sky?, or “What music do stars make?” can help unlock expression.

When students have some original poems, have them separate into groups of three to five students. Have them read two or three of their original poems to each other (or if they are uncomfortable reading their own work, have them present poems they have brought from other authors). Circulate amongst the students and encourage them to discuss with the reader what emotions they were trying to convey, why they chose the words they did, and what concepts about the universe are contained in their work. Be certain that the students realize they are free to alter their writing in response to the discussion, if they wish.
Part 3: Discussion

Bring the students back into a larger group, and if time allows, have each student pick one of their poems and read it to the group. If possible, follow up by reading a few poems from other authors from the references in the attached article. Also, read the poems you have collected, if any, from the Cosmic Poetry Set that has been in the room.

Facilitate a discussion about how these poems address some of the mysteries of the cosmos, the unanswered questions that really make us all wonder, and want to push the boundaries of what we know.

· Did writing and reading the poems help to express the wonder, the questions?

· Can you think of other ways to express these ideas and emotions?

· Do you think peoples in other times and places wrote poems like these? How might their poetry have been different?

Variations:

· If you have at two or more separate sessions to spend with the students in poetry explorations, you can spend some of Part 1 asking for all the words students would use to describe the universe. Gather these words and add them to the Cosmic Poetry List, and make up magnetic poetry sets using all of them.

· The first session can also be used to read poems from other authors, to conduct a related activity, such as “Cosmic Survey” for background, and for extended discussion of Ideas, Feelings and Questions.

· Collect one poem from each student, and have the .poems collated into a small anthology book of astronomy poetry, a copy of which can be given to each student.

· Younger students, and even some older ones, might enjoy doing a “Cosmic Music” activity instead of or in addition to the Cosmic Poetry. Students can write or sing songs they know about astronomy, stars, planets or spaceflight.
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