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• Social injustice and class 
inequalities, pathetic lives of 
slum children

Theme

• The poem has been written in 
free verse. It does not have 
rhyme scheme.

Rhyme-
scheme

Sir Stephen Harold Spender CBE (28 
February 1909 – 16 July 1995) was an 
English poet, novelist and essayist whose 
work concentrated on themes of social 
injustice and the class struggle. He was 
appointed Poet Laureate Consultant in 
Poetry to the United States Library of 
Congress in 1965.

About 
the Poet 



 

Analysis: 

Stanza 1 

o The poet portrays a picture of an elementary school in a slum area. 

o Deprived of basic facilities such as – nutritional food, balanced diet, air, 

sun, shine and potable water, children are least interested in studies. 

o The tall girl and paper seeming boy- all are victims of malnutrition; they 

are suffering from various diseases. 

o A boy sitting at the back is dreaming of squirrel’s game. He has no 
interest in class-room activity. 

Stanza 2  

o  The class-room wall contains pictures and paintings – like Shakespeare’s 
head developed cities      with skyscrapers Tyrolese valley aesthetically 

beautiful, problem free world (cloudless at down) – they came by 

donations 

o These pictures belong to the rich and prosperous. 

o The world of these poor and deprived children contrasts with the world 

depicted on class – room walls. 

o The rich have drawn an open handed map which is of no use to them as 

their world is limited to the end of the street. 

o Far from rivers, capes and stars of words, their future is bleak and 

uncertain. 

Stanza 3 

o Shakespeare is wicked and map a bad example as they do not 

correspond to their limited, narrow world. 

o Ships and Sun depicted on the wall tempt them to experience the world 

of the rich with all its glory 

o However, they cannot get this opportunity as the responsible people do 

not want it. 

o These malnourished children wearing mended glasses oscillate between 

fog and endless night, having uncertain life with no future. 

o They pass all their time and space in the hell (the slum). This hell is a blot 

on the civilized world. 

Stanza 4 

o The poet calls upon governor, inspector and visitor (representing 

power and position) to review the system before it is too late. 

o The revised system should empower these children to break away 

from the shackles of poverty and deprivation. 

o He urges the civilized people to help them enjoy all the facilities such 

as blue-sky, sun-shine, sea- waves, fresh air, good and sufficient 

nutritious diet. 

o Let the pages of wisdom be open for them and their tongues may 



 

run freely on the white leaves of books. 

o Only those people find a place in history whose language has the 

warmth and power of the sun. 
 

 

 

 
                 (Image Courtesy: Google) 

Some Important Expressions: 

Unlucky heir- The boy has inherited the deformity of gnarled disease  

Sour cream walls – The walls are damp, unpleasant and dirty. 

From fog to endless night- The miserable and pathetic lives of the slum children. From foggy 

morning till late nights, these children make desperate attempts to life their life, sustaining it 

despite all odds. 

Gusty waves: breezy winds 

Pallor: pale, dull face 

Stunted: not fully grown due to malnutrition 

Gnarled: Knotted, rough 

Weeds: unwanted plants that grow on their own 

Paper seeming boy: Very thin boy, as thin as a sheet of paper 

heir: Successor 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Simile

1.Like rootless weeds

2. Like bottle bits on stones

3.Like catacombs

4. slums as big as dooms

Imagery/Symbols

1. Gusty waves

2. Rootless weeds

3. Paper – seeming boy

4. Sour- cream walls

Metaphor

1. Rat’s eyes
2. Father’s gnarled disease

3. Squirrel’s game
4. Tree room

5. Future’s painted with a fog
6. Lead sky

7. Spectacles of steel



 

Questions for practice: 

Short Answer Questions (30-40 words) 

1. How is ‘Shakespeare wicked and the map a bad example’ for the children of the 
school in a slum? 

2. Which words/phrases in the poem ‘An Elementary School Classroom in a Slum’ 
show that the slum children are suffering from acute malnutrition? 

3. How does the world depicted on the classroom walls differ from the world of 

the slum children? 

4. What message does Stephen Spender convey through the poem ‘An Elementary 
School Classroom in a Slum’? 

5. What does the poet want for the children of the slums? How can their lives be 

made to change? 

Long Answer Questions (120-150 words)  

1. Write the central idea of the poem in detail. 

 

2. The writer suggests that the children’s lives will be very dark, narrow and 
unfulfilled unless they are educated and can remove themselves from the area 

in which they live. He has metaphors to reflect the contrasting possibilities that 

lie ahead for the children. Explain these metaphors. 
 

 

Content prepared absolutely from home. 


