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Exploring form and structure: ‘Checking Out Me History’
On the following pages are four versions of the poem, each in a different form. Working in groups, explore how the changes to the form and structure affect your reading of the poem. 

· What impressions do you get of the poem from the way it looks on the page?

· Do any lines or stanzas stand out from the rest? What impact does this have on your response to the poem?

· For each version, can you suggest how the form helps to support the ideas that are being expressed? 

· Which version do you prefer and why?  

Note down your answers to these questions and any other ideas you may have.

Version 1 (with indents and italics)

Checking Out Me History
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Dem tell me

Dem tell me

Wha dem want to tell me

Bandage up me eye with me own history

Blind me to me own identity

Dem tell me bout 1066 and all dat

dem tell me bout Dick Whittington and he cat

But Toussaint L’Ouverture

no dem never tell me bout dat

Toussaint

a slave

with vision

lick back

Napoleon

battalion

and first Black

Republic born

Toussaint de thorn

to de French

Toussaint de beacon

of de Haitian Revolution

Dem tell me bout de man who discover de balloon

and de cow who jump over de moon

Dem tell me bout de dish ran away with de spoon

but dem never tell me bout Nanny de maroon
Nanny

see-far woman

of mountain dream

fire-woman struggle

hopeful stream

to freedom river

Dem tell me bout Lord Nelson and Waterloo

but dem never tell me bout Shaka de great Zulu

Dem tell me bout Columbus and 1492

but what happen to de Caribs and de Arawaks too
Version 2 (continuous verse)

Checking Out Me History
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Dem tell me

Dem tell me

Wha dem want to tell me

Bandage up me eye with me own history

Blind me to me own identity

Dem tell me bout 1066 and all dat

dem tell me bout Dick Whittington and he cat

But Toussaint L’Ouverture

no dem never tell me bout dat
Toussaint

a slave

with vision

lick back

Napoleon

battalion

and first Black

Republic born

Toussaint de thorn

to de French

Toussaint de beacon

of de Haitian Revolution
Dem tell me bout de man who discover de balloon

and de cow who jump over de moon

Dem tell me bout de dish ran away with de spoon

but dem never tell me bout Nanny de maroon
Nanny

see-far woman

of mountain dream

fire-woman struggle

hopeful stream

to freedom river
Dem tell me bout Lord Nelson and Waterloo

but dem never tell me bout Shaka de great Zulu

Dem tell me bout Columbus and 1492

but what happen to de Caribs and de Arawaks too

Version 3 (stanzas and line lengths changed)

Checking Out Me History

Dem tell me

Dem tell me

Wha dem want to tell me
Bandage up me eye with me own history
Blind me to me own identity

Dem tell me bout 1066 and all dat

dem tell me bout Dick Whittington and he cat
But Toussaint L’Ouverture

no dem never tell me bout dat
Toussaint a slave with vision

lick back Napoleon battalion

and first Black Republic born

Toussaint de thorn to de French

Toussaint de beacon of de Haitian Revolution

Dem tell me bout de man who discover de balloon

and de cow who jump over de moon

Dem tell me bout de dish ran away with de spoon
but dem never tell me bout Nanny de maroon
Nanny see-far woman of mountain dream

fire-woman struggle

hopeful stream to freedom river

Dem tell me bout Lord Nelson and Waterloo

but dem never tell me bout Shaka de great Zulu

Dem tell me bout Columbus and 1492

but what happen to de Caribs and de Arawaks too

Dem tell me bout Florence Nightingale and she lamp

and how Robin Hood used to camp

Dem tell me bout ole King Cole was a merry ole soul
but dem never tell me bout Mary Seacole
From Jamaica she travel far to the Crimean War

she volunteer to go and even when de British said no she still brave the Russian snow

a healing star among the wounded

a yellow sunrise to the dying 

Version 4 (same as Version 1, but with indents and italics reversed)

Checking Out Me History 

Dem tell me

Dem tell me

Wha dem want to tell me

Bandage up me eye with me own history

Blind me to me own identity

Dem tell me bout 1066 and all dat

dem tell me bout Dick Whittington and he cat

But Toussaint L’Ouverture

no dem never tell me bout dat

Toussaint

a slave

with vision

lick back

Napoleon

battalion

and first Black

Republic born

Toussaint de thorn

to de French

Toussaint de beacon

of de Haitian Revolution

Dem tell me bout de man who discover de balloon

and de cow who jump over de moon

Dem tell me bout de dish ran away with de spoon

but dem never tell me bout Nanny de maroon

Nanny

see-far woman

of mountain dream

fire-woman struggle

hopeful stream

to freedom river

Dem tell me bout Lord Nelson and Waterloo

but dem never tell me bout Shaka de great Zulu

Dem tell me bout Columbus and 1492 
but what happen to de Caribs and de Arawaks too
Dem tell me bout Florence Nightingale and she lamp

and how Robin Hood used to camp

Dem tell me bout ole King Cole was a merry ole soul

but dem never tell me bout Mary Seacole

From Jamaica

she travel far

to the Crimean War

she volunteer to go

and even when de British said no

she still brave the Russian snow

a healing star

among the wounded

a yellow sunrise

to the dying 

Dem tell me

Dem tell me wha dem want to tell me

But now I checking out me own history

I carving out me identity



Exploring form and structure: ‘Checking Out Me History’
Read through this version of the poem:

Checking Out Me History (Version 1)

Dem tell me

Dem tell me

Wha dem want to tell me

Bandage up me eye with me own history

Blind me to me own identity

Dem tell me bout 1066 and all dat

dem tell me bout Dick Whittington and he cat

But Toussaint L’Ouverture

no dem never tell me bout dat

Dem tell me bout de man who discover de balloon

and de cow who jump over de moon

Dem tell me bout de dish ran away with de spoon

but dem never tell me bout Nanny de maroon
Dem tell me bout Lord Nelson and Waterloo

but dem never tell me bout Shaka de great Zulu

Dem tell me bout Columbus and 1492

but what happen to de Caribs and de Arawaks too

Dem tell me bout Florence Nightingale and she lamp

and how Robin Hood used to camp

Dem tell me bout ole King Cole was a merry ole soul

but dem never tell me bout Mary Seacole
Dem tell me

Dem tell me wha dem want to tell me

But now I checking out me own history

I carving out me identity

· Do you think the first stanza is a good introduction to the poem? Why / why not?
· Highlight any ideas which appear in stanzas 1 and 2 and in the last stanza.

What similarities do you notice in the stanzas that make up the middle part of the poem (stanzas 3, 4, 5 and 6)?

Now read through this version of the poem: 

Checking out Me History (Version 2)

Dem tell me

Dem tell me

Wha dem want to tell me

Bandage up me eye with me own history

Blind me to me own identity

Dem tell me bout 1066 and all dat

dem tell me bout Dick Whittington and he cat

But Toussaint L’Ouverture

no dem never tell me bout dat

Toussaint

a slave

with vision

lick back

Napoleon

battalion

and first Black

Republic born

Toussaint de thorn

to de French

Toussaint de beacon

of de Haitian Revolution

Dem tell me bout de man who discover de balloon

and de cow who jump over de moon

Dem tell me bout de dish ran away with de spoon

but dem never tell me bout Nanny de maroon
Nanny

see-far woman

of mountain dream

fire-woman struggle

hopeful stream

to freedom river

Dem tell me bout Lord Nelson and Waterloo

but dem never tell me bout Shaka de great Zulu

Dem tell me bout Columbus and 1492

but what happen to de Caribs and de Arawaks too

Now read through this final, original version of the poem: 

Checking out Me History (Version 3) 


Dem tell me

Dem tell me

Wha dem want to tell me

Bandage up me eye with me own history

Blind me to me own identity

Dem tell me bout 1066 and all dat

dem tell me bout Dick Whittington and he cat

But Toussaint L’Ouverture

no dem never tell me bout dat

Toussaint

a slave

with vision

lick back

Napoleon

battalion

and first Black

Republic born

Toussaint de thorn

to de French

Toussaint de beacon

of de Haitian Revolution

Dem tell me bout de man who discover de balloon

and de cow who jump over de moon

Dem tell me bout de dish ran away with de spoon

but dem never tell me bout Nanny de maroon
Nanny

see-far woman

of mountain dream

fire-woman struggle

hopeful stream

to freedom river

Dem tell me bout Lord Nelson and Waterloo

but dem never tell me bout Shaka de great Zulu

Dem tell me bout Columbus and 1492

but what happen to de Caribs and de Arawaks too
Dem tell me


Dem tell me wha dem want to tell me


But now I checking out me own history


I carving out me identity








Dem tell me bout Florence Nightingale and she lamp


and how Robin Hood used to camp


Dem tell me bout ole King Cole was a merry ole soul


but dem never tell me bout Mary Seacole


From Jamaica


she travel far


to the Crimea


she volunteer to go


and even when de British said no


she still brave the Russian snow


a healing star


among the wounded


a yellow sunrise


to the dying 


Dem tell me


Dem tell me wha dem want to tell me


But now I checking out me own history


I carving out me identity





Dem tell me bout Florence Nightingale and she lamp


and how Robin Hood used to camp


Dem tell me bout ole King Cole was a merry ole soul


but dem never tell me bout Mary Seacole





From Jamaica


she travel far


to the Crimean War


she volunteer to go


and even when de British said no


she still brave the Russian snow


a healing star


among the wounded


a yellow sunrise


to the dying 





Dem tell me


Dem tell me wha dem want to tell me


But now I checking out me own history


I carving out me identity











Now look again at Version 1, which is the original poem. Why do you think Agard chose this form and structure for his poem? 





Dem tell me bout Florence Nightingale and she lamp


and how Robin Hood used to camp


Dem tell me bout ole King Cole was a merry ole soul


but dem never tell me bout Mary Seacole





From Jamaica


she travel far


to the Crimean War


she volunteer to go


and even when de British said no


she still brave the Russian snow


a healing star


among the wounded


a yellow sunrise


to the dying 





Dem tell me


Dem tell me wha dem want to tell me


But now I checking out me own history


I carving out me identity





What has changed from Version 1? Try to spot at least five differences.





Read the poem through again. Is the meaning of the last stanza affected by the changes?





Dem tell me bout Florence Nightingale and she lamp


and how Robin Hood used to camp


Dem tell me bout ole King Cole was a merry ole soul


but dem never tell me bout Mary Seacole





From Jamaica


she travel far


to the Crimean War


she volunteer to go


and even when de British said no


she still brave the Russian snow


a healing star


among the wounded


a yellow sunrise


to the dying 





Dem tell me


Dem tell me wha dem want to tell me


But now I checking out me own history


I carving out me identity





What further changes can you see in the poem? Make a list. 





What do you think is the effect of the use of italics? 





Write a sentence describing the way the poem has been presented on the page. You could start: ‘When we look at the poem we can see that…’
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