
Learning Intention 

•To develop our 
understanding of Mrs 

Tilscher’s class 



Success Criteria 

You will know you have been 
successful when: 

•You understand the key themes and 
can pick out evidence linking to the 
key themes 



Starter Task 

•Quick writes 
•Aim is to write as many words as possible in a 
short space of time 
•Anything that comes into your head when you 
hear a certain topic 
•Doesn’t need to be in sentences 
•Spelling doesn’t matter 



Topic – Primary School 



Primary school memories 

•What memories do you have of primary school 



In Mrs Tilscher’s Class

•Duffy explores the 
theme of childhood 
and growing up in this 
poem. 

• She describes the joys 
of primary school 
before the children are 
exposed to a more 
frightening adult world.



Context
In 1967, her last year of primary school, Duffy was taught by Mrs 
Tilscher. The poem deals with the child’s experiences from the 
beginning of the school year to Easter and finally to the end of the 
year in July. 

The poem is autobiographical to an extent but also has strong 
universal appeal because it deals with the maturing process at the 
age of 12, an experience we have all gone through. 

The poem deals with that point at the end of primary school where 
developing adolescence promises excitement and adventure – one 
of the transitions of childhood. 

The poem deals with innocence, change, growing up and the 
anticipation of greater things to come. 



In Mrs Tilscher’s Class

You could travel up the Blue Nile

with your fingers, tracing the route

while Mrs Tilscher chanted the scenery.

Tana. Ethiopia. Khartoum. Aswan.

That for an hour, then a skittle of milk

and the chalky Pyramids rubbed into dust.

A window opened with a long pole.

The laugh of a bell swung by a running child.

Creates a sense of immediacy. 
Mrs Tilscher was a real teacher so 
partly autobiographical. 

‘Skittle’ is a metaphor for the small 
bottle of milk given at break time and 
also connotes childhood games. 
‘Milk’ reinforces the young age of the 
pupils.  

‘Chanted’ suggests song, music. Foreign 
words of African countries again sound 
musical. Old fashioned teaching style.  

Second person pronoun creates  
sense of universal experience. 
Everyone has experienced 
childhood/growing up. 

Pyramids were built through 
slavery/death. First sense of 
darker real world creeping 
in. 

Literal and metaphorical – sense of 
time passing and something endingPersonification – signals 

lunchtime, conveys 
happiness and joy. 



This was better than home. Enthralling books.

The classroom glowed like a sweetshop.

Sugar paper. Coloured shapes. Brady and Hindley

faded, like the faint, uneasy smudge of a mistake.

Mrs Tilscher loved you. Some mornings, you found

she’d left a good gold star by your name.

The scent of the pencil slowly, carefully shaved.

A xylophone’s nonsense heard from another form.

Brady and Hindley, the 
Moors Murderers, killed 
children in the 60s. Shows 
horrors of the real world, 
shocks the reader. She feels 
‘uneasy’ and their impact 
can’t be erased, as ‘smudge’ 
suggests it has tainted her 
childhood. 

Simile - sweetshops are places full 
of colour and wonder for children; 
they offer temptation and delight. 
suggests that the classroom is full of 
things to trigger the children's 
interest and imagination.

Short sentences suggests life at 
home is less exciting than the world 
of learning and stories. 

Nurturing teacher trying to keep 
them safe. However, she can’t 
protect them from all evil. 

Scent/heard – powerful sensory 
memories of the school, reminds 
reader of the setting. 



A shift in this part – time 
has passed and persona 
has started to mature. 
Easter – violent murder of 
Jesus. 

Over the Easter term, the inky tadpoles changed

from commas into exclamation marks. Three frogs

hopped in the playground, freed by a dunce,

followed by a line of kids, jumping and croaking

away from the lunch queue. A rough boy

told you how you were born. You kicked him, but stared

at your parents, appalled, when you got back home.

Semantic field (words belonging to the same 
group) of language associated with the 
classroom. Exclamation marks also indicates 
surprise at changes to their bodies but also 
confidence and boldness. 

Physical change of tadpoles is 
a metaphor for the changes in 
the children. 

Dunce/rough boy –
suggests negative 
aspects of the 
school. No longer in 
safe bubble of the 
classroom. 

Disobedient – suggests 
idea of loss of innocence, 
start of adolescent 
rebellion. 

Learns about the birds and the 
bees. Unable to deal with the 
knowledge at first but reaction 
to her parents shows she has 
understood it. 



That feverish July, the air tasted of electricity.

A tangible alarm made you always untidy, hot,

fractious under the heavy, sexy sky. You asked her

how you were born and Mrs Tilscher smiled,

then turned away. Reports were handed out.

You ran through the gates, impatient to be grown,

as the sky split open into a thunderstorm.

Feverish connotes heat, agitation and 
intensity, and electricity connotes 
excitement and being emotionally 
charged. Both suggest emerging sexual 
awareness. 

Again, sense of emerging sexual 
awareness and physical changes to 
the body. Confused feelings and 
physical agitation. 

Mrs Tilscher can no 
longer provide simple, 
comforting answers. She 
turns away, indicating 
end of their time 
together. 

End of the year /end of 
a phase of life. 

‘Ran’ suggests escape, 
rebellion, ‘through the 
gates’ of childhood into 
the adult world. 

Sense of energy and threat in the final line 
contrasts with peaceful opening to the first 
stanza. ‘Thunderstorm’ suggests troubled 
times ahead as adolescence begins. 



Theme of time

• Duffy uses time to reflect on herself as a young girl in her last year 
of primary school. ‘Easter term’ and ‘feverish July’ indicate that 
time has passed and she has matured throughout the poem. 

• The past begins in innocence. ‘Skittle of milk’ suggests childhood 
innocence while ‘running child’ swinging the school bell describes 
child-like behaviour. 

• By the last verse, the speaker reflects on the onset of 
adolescence. ‘Ran through the gates’ suggests her eagerness for 
new experiences. ‘Thunderstorm’ connotes tumultuous and 
dangerous times ahead. 



Themes 

•What other themes do 
you think Duffy is 

exploring in the poem? 



Other themes –

•Childhood 
•Growing up 

Task: locate 3 quotes for each 
theme and explain how each quote 
links to this theme. 



Comparison – Originally 

Theme In Mrs T’s class Originally 

Childhood 

Time 

Growing up 



Exploring the Text

Complete one of the following tasks: 

1.Create a storyboard explaining the 

events in the poem. Include 

quotations. 

2.Create a detailed mind-map, 

focusing on themes, ideas and 

techniques in the poem



Analysis Questions

1. Look at the first stanza. By referring to at least one 

example, analyse how Duffy’s language conveys the 

idea of childhood innocence. (2)

2. Look at the second stanza. By referring to at least one 

example, analyse how Duffy uses language to create a 

sense of security in the classroom. (2) 

3. Look at the first two stanzas. By referring to at least two 

examples, analyse how Duffy introduces the idea of the 

loss of innocence. (4)

4. Look at the poem overall. By referring to at least two 

examples of language, analyse how Duffy conveys the 

idea of change and growing up in this poem. (8)



Poem Change Relationships Influence of past 

experiences

Mrs Midas Midas changed into 

man of greed

Their love changes

Unsatisfying,

regretful

Previously loving 

relationship but now 

separated

Valentine conventional ideas of 

Valentines to more 

honest view

Caring but also 

violent, controlling.

Constraints of 

marriage

Believes love can be 

dangerous

In Mrs 
Tilscher’s
Class

From innocence to 

gaining experience

Loving, respectful From beginning of term 

to the end – effects on 

speaker

Originally Moving home Influence of family, 

place, culture

Older adult reflects on

her experience of 

moving country

The Way My 
Mother 
Speaks

Change in direction of 

life, journey to new start

Secure family 

background,

influence of family

Influence of mother on 

speaker as she heads 

away from home

War 
Photographer

From professional 

photographer to 

bitterness and anger

Humanity – war-

damaged victims 

and complacent 

readers

Experience of war zones; 

feels remote from idyllic 

home

Themes: Note-taking


