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The Sundial
– by Gillian Clarke –

Websites which teachers may find of interest:
http://resources.wjec.co.uk/Pages/ResourceByArgs.aspx?subId=11&lvlId=2 
http://www.sheerpoetry.co.uk/gcse/gillian-clarke/notes-on-gillian-clarke-poems/the-
sundial
http://davidsuttonpoetry.com/2014/01/11/week-63-the-sundial-by-gillian-clarke/
http://margaret-cooter.blogspot.co.uk/2014/11/poetry-thursday-sundial-by-gillian.html
http://www.poetryarchive.org/poet/gillian-clarke
http://www.macmillanhunter.co.uk/time/reading-a-sundial/

A and B 

It is essential that learners are discouraged from the tendency to make guesswork 
answers. They should be challenged to explain the effect of the word they have chosen 
on the meaning and the impact – exploring poetry not missing words! The final prompt 
may give a useful opportunity for reflection before deciding if the activity is complete.

C

It will help to avoid confusion in some learners’ minds if they are clear about the layout 
of a sundial – for example, the stones will represent 6–12 to 6 rather than 1–12, with 12 as 
noon. The missing words activity should alert them to the contrast between white light 
and black shadow, but they also need to explore the sun ‘Pointing at us with its black 
stick.’ 

The interview with Gillian Clarke available on WJEC’s Resources website (http://
resources.wjec.co.uk/Pages/ResourceByArgs.aspx?subId=11&lvlId=2) states that Owain 
was about six years old when this poem was written. Centres will find a wealth of other 
material available on the Resources website.

D

The implications of ‘delirious’ should perhaps be explored in some detail. The contrast in 
the mention of lions in the two stanzas could also be a useful line of approach.
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E

There is perhaps an implied contrast between a very active and energetic 6 year old and 
the post-fever concentration and deliberation conveyed in the poem. The fact that he 
decides to create a sundial, and the way he goes about it, can both be explored in terms 
of the poet’s presentation of his character.

F

The worry of a parent over a sick child is inferred rather than stated, but needs 
exploration for the full impact of the poem to be grasped. Her attitude to her 
son is perhaps conveyed in words such as ‘intelligently adult’, ‘deliberation’ and 
‘concentration’. The short, sharp first sentence perhaps hints at her feelings during the 
night. The two lines starting ‘All day…’ provide an indication as to how the mother has 
chosen to spend the day after the night of fever. 

G

No correct answers of course. However, learners should be encouraged to probe and 
explain and challenge their own and each other’s choices.

H

Opinion is free again, but the quality of the justification is all important. This may well 
involve discussion of language choice, imagery, contrasts and rhythm (for example the 
first sentence, short and abrupt).

These Teachers’ Notes, provided to support the teaching and learning of GCSE English 
Literature, contain some ideas which teachers could use to stimulate discussion and debate, in 
conjunction with other materials and sound classroom teaching. Context is not assessed in this 
non-examination assessment. We cannot guarantee the accuracy of external websites.


