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| asked my two little great-nieces (my sister’s grand-
daughters), “What are your favourite nursery rhymes?”
“Little Miss Muffet”, immediately replied the 7-year-old.
“Little Bo-Peep”, said the 5-year-old. “Little Jack Horner”;
“Tom, He Was a Piper’s Son”; “Hickory Dickory Dock”;
“Three Blind Mice”... and they went on for ten minutes or
so, naming the nursery rhymes that are still read and recited
to children after hundreds of years.

English nursery rhymes, so called because they are
told to babies and children, have become part of English
culture, and are known throughout the English-speaking
world. So why are they useful in our teaching of English in
China? They are great for pronunciation practice, and the
strong rhythm helps intonation. Look at “Humpty Dumpty”
and “Hickory Dickory Dock”, for example, for pronunciation,
and at “Jack and Jill”, “Jerry Hall” and “Two Little Dicky
Birds” for rhythm.

Many, indeed most, of these rhymes were recorded in
writing 400 to 500 years ago. Some can be found in several
languages, and one or two were known in ancient Egypt
and Rome. Some were written about certain people or
events, but most of these are now nonsense; for instance,
“Little Miss Muffet” was a real little girl. Her father was a
scientist who studied spiders. A family friend must have
made up this rhyme about her.



When most of these rhymes were composed, Britain
was a farming country. Most of the people lived in villages
and on farms or in small country towns. So you see that
many farm words come up in the rhymes —corn (the
English word often for wheat and other grains), barley,
meadow, hay (dried grass for fodder), haycock (the pile of
hay left in the meadow to dry), mill (where the wheat was
ground into flour), the miller who ran the mill, market and
fair in the country towns where the farmers took their
produce to sell.

Animals are important in nursery rhymes. As these
rhymes are recited to children, baby names for animals,
particularly young animals, are used: pussy cat; puppy dog;
dicky bird. Mammy and Daddy are baby words in Britain
for mother and father.

Many words are old-fashioned and now out-dated. A
crown means a head, e.g. in “Jack and Jill”, Jack broke his
crown, meaning he hurt his head. “Posies” in “Ring-a-Ring
O’ Roses” means herbs. This rhyme is very interesting. It
was made up during the Great Plague of the 17th century.
A sign of the plague, a terrible disease which killed a great
many people, was red cheeks. Sufferers sneezed and
coughed a lot. It was thought that certain herbs would
prevent or cure the disease, so: Ring-a-ring o’ roses
(meaning red cheeks) / A pocketful of posies (meaning
herbs) / A-tishoo! A-tishoo (sneezing and coughing)! / We
all fall down (we die). Now, the original meaning lost, it is
recited in a children’s game when they join hands in a circle,
move around, and fall down at the end.



| have changed some out-of-date words to make the
rhymes more easily understood today. Among others, |
often changed “thee” and “thou” to “you”, when it didn’t
affect the rhyming. | changed the old-fashioned “hath” to
“has”, and “penny” to “money”.

“Plum” is mentioned several times. “Plum pudding”
means a pudding made of or filled with dried fruit. When
Little Jack Horner pulls out a plum from his Christmas pie,
it means a piece of dried fruit, not the fresh fruit “plum”.

The first rhyme in this collection is an ABC rhyme, used
long ago to help schoolchildren remember the alphabet.
There are several counting rhymes, most famously “Eeny
Meeny”. Others are “One, Two, Buckle My Shoe” and
“One’s None”. Some rhymes are chanted while playing
games, e.g. the clapping rhyme — “Pat-a-Cake”. Others
are “Jack Be Nimble” and “See-Saw, Margery Daw”.

Some ancient rhymes are riddles, including the famous

“Humpty Dumpty”, “Nancy Etticoat” and “Old Mother
Twitchet”.

A few tongue twisters are included, those rhymes which
are difficult to recite because the similar sounds “twist your
tongue™: “l Would If | Could”, “Swan Swam”, and the very
well-known “Peter Piper”.

Choose rhymes to practise what you are teaching, e.g.
“The Months” for the months of the year. There are several
rhymes that are about the days of the week, e.g. “Sneeze



on Monday” and “Monday’s Child”. When you teach “if”,
introduce the rhymes “If” and “If All the World”.

| have added brief explanations after some rhymes and
given the phonetic symbols where needed, but | urge you
not to try to translate these rhymes, just explain some words
and say what the rhyme is about, if necessary. Let your
students recite them for pronunciation and rhythm — the
CD will be of help here. When you are teaching certain
sounds, choose rhymes where these sounds occur, €.g.
/ 'eend1/ can be practised with “Handy Spandy”, /ou/ with
“Old King Cole”.

Nursery rhymes are not only useful in teaching. Some
mothers and fathers are keen for their small children to
learn English and will find that they and their children can
get a lot of fun out of reciting rhymes.

In conclusion, don’t spend much time on the rhymes in
your teaching. A suitable rhyme can be taught and recited
at the end of a class period, but you are teaching English
to teach the LANGUAGE, to get the students USING the
language. Rhymes add some pleasure to your teaching
and to the students’ learning, and give a little introduction
to English culture.
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1. XRE—EHFEIE.
2. cupboard / 'kabad / n. Btg
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1. hop /hop / v. BRIRE
2. skip / skip / v. BBk




1. the Sabbath Day &£& H




1. danger / 'deind3za(r) / n. fEkE
2. stranger / 'stremnd3a(r) / n. FEEA

3. sorrow / 'sorou / n. 35




