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A Metaphor Game to 
Elicit Teacher Feedback 

in the Classroom 

PETER KHOR SlNN YEOU 

Introduction 

Have you ever wondered how your pupils perceive you as their 
teacher and how they feel about you? Often, this can be a sensitive 
thing and yet it is important that pupils in your classes feel that they 
can give you honest feedback about the way they experience your 
behaviour toward them. This will help you to self-evaluate and see 
how you can further enhance the positive teaching-learning 
environment, and your relationship with your pupils. However, if you 
directly ask your pupils how they feel about you they may be too 
afraid to tell you (although some would do so candidly!) and it can be 
awkward. Are there some techniques which can be used to elicit 
such feedback from pupils? 

A Metaphor Game 

Canfield and Wells (1976, pp 78-79) describe several activities 
that teachers can use to elicit honest feedback from their pupils in a 
non-threatening way. One such activity is playing a metaphor game 
with them. It is a simple activity and does not take a lot of time to 
conduct in the classroom. Besides it can be quite fun for the pupils 
but it does take a lot of courage on your part! The following are what 
you have to do. 

Step One 

Prepare a poster-type worksheet (see Figure 1 for an example) 
on which pupils can write and draw (or cut and paste). On the 
worsheet should be clearly printed the teacher's name, a stimulus 
category (eg. "animal", "fruit" etc.) and the statement: 

I think of . . . . . as a . . . . . because . . . . ." 
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It is recommended that the animal category be used as the 
stimulus because it is more familiar to children rather than other 
inanimate objects. The poster-worksheet can also be designed easily 
using available computer graphic programmes (eg. Print Shop). 

Step Two 

Give each pupil a worksheet and issue the following 
instructions: - 

"Class, we are going to play a game now so please listen 
to,me carefully. How do you all feel about me as your 
teacher? If you have to imagine me as an animal, what 
animal would you choose that best represents your 
feelings about me? Then tell me why I remind you of the 
animal you have chosen. For example you may say, 'l 
think of you as a tiger because you are very fierce and 
strict with us'. Write this down on the worksheet that is 
given to you." 

Assure the pupils that you are genuinely interested in their 
perceptions to help you become a better teacher. Tell them NOT to 
write their names so that they can write their comments freely without 
any fear of recrimination. This point is really crucial if you want to 
ensure honest feedback. Encourage your pupils to also do some 
artwork by drawing the animal that they have chosen, or to cut out a 
picture of the animal from old magazines. Stress that it is important 
that they give the reasons why you remind them of the animal that 
they have imagined you to be. 

Step Three 

Collect pupils' worksheets and analyse their feedback. Make a 
summary of their perceptions of you by noting the following:- 

a) the range of animals chosen by the pupils to represent 
you. See which one of these was most frequently 
mentioned and the reasons why. This could be the 
prominent behaviour commonly experienced by your 
pupils; 
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b) how your pupils have described you in terms of your 
physical charateristics (sometimes you can be in for a real 
surprise!); 

c) your personal traits (eg. whether you are kind, or caring) 
which can give you a rich insight into the quality of 
relationships which you have established with your pupils; 

d) your teaching style and mannerisms which can give an 
indication of how they are receiving your instruction day in 
and day out; 

e) negative perceptions of you which could form the basis for 
personal reflection. 

Step Four 

Don't stop here! Have a feedback session with your pupils. 
Share with the class what are some of the comments and the images 
that characterise you. This could form the basis for your appreciating 
their openess or to explain yourself in terms of your behaviour (you 
are not encouraged to be defensive). Rather, the aim of the session 
should be to foster an open and warm classroom environment where 
you respect your pupils as significant persons in your life; hence they 
should be treated as such. 

Of Swans, Butterflies, Dogs, Durians, Soursops. . . 
The Metaphor Game was introduced by the writer to primary 

school In-Service teachers who conducted it as part of their 
assignment for a course in guidance and counselling. Their 
observations and the kind of feedback they got from their pupils are 
shared here in the hope of encouraging others to try out this activity. 

Almost all the teachers reported that the activity was met with 
enthusiasm. One primary school teacher wrote: 

"Having explained how to complete the worksheets, there 
was a lot of excitement. The pupils were amused and 
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enthusiastic as this was perhaps the first-time they could 
comment on their teacher without any fear of reprimand." 

Another wrote: 

"Initially they laughed because they had never been asked 
to perceive their teacher in this way. Later, after 
discussing the qualities linked with particular animals, the 
pupils were very enthusiastic and enjoyed themselves 
thoroughly." 

On the whole, observations like " . . . . . the pupils found the 
experience stimulating and enjoyable . . . . ." were quite the order of 
the day. 

A whole range of animals was chosen by the pupils to describe 
their teachers. In one case, the qualities associated with the teacher 
were similar although different animals were chosen. The following is 
what a Primary 5 class wrote of this teacher: 

" . . . a swan because she is very beautiful and graceful." 
" . . . a deer because she is beautiful and gentle." 
" . . . a butterfly because she is beautiful, gentle and 
lovely." 

Other qualities were also evident of the same teacher: 

" . . . a kangaroo because she has a motherly look and 
cares for us very much." 
" . . . a dog because she can always scent those who don't 
do their work, guide us well (like a dog guiding a blind 
man) and always our best friend and teacher." 

In general, this particular teacher was seen in a very positive 
light by her pupils and was obviously a caring teacher who got on 
well with- them. 

Sometimes, children can be highly perceptive in their 
comments as in the following example of another teacher who was 
seen as: 
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". . . a dog because he is like a dog; if you treat him well 
he treats you better and if you treat him badly, he will treat 
you even worse!" 

Asking pupils to imagine their teachers as a particular fruit can 
also generate some exciting responses. A Primary 3 class had this to 
say about their teacher: 

". . .a durian because it is my favourite fruit. Outside she 
is strict but in her heart she is k i d ,  nice and gentle. When 
I eat durians it always tastes swyt, and I always suddently 
think about my teacher when I eat it. I think she is the best 
teacher in the world because she never change her 
temper before." 

Another pupil had this to say of the same teacher: 

" . . . a custard apple because it is my fruit and she's my 
favourite teacher. I.like because it is greenish outside and 
sweet and creamy inside. She's a sweet lady and is a kind 
person. Sometimes she's quite strict and sometimes I get 
very angry. But from my heart she is the best teacher. 
Sometimes if I eat too many custard apple I get ill which 
I don't like at all and that's how I feel when she scolds me." 

A consistent image of the teacher was portrayed in the following 
themes: 

". . .a water-melon because inside is red, and my teacher's 
heart is red which means kind, helpful and friendly." 

". . .a rambutan because it is red in colour and that means 
hot and angry. My teacher is strict but she is helpful and 
friendly. Rambutans are sweet and juicy, so is my teacher. 
I know she looks fierce but she is kind." 

The Metaphor Game can also be used with secondary school 
pupils with equally enlightening results, as one particular teacher of 
a Secondary 2 Normal class discovered. The class was a difficult one 
to handle and the teacher used this activity to try to develop rapport 
with the class. 
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This was how the class saw the teacher when told to imagine 
her as either an animal or a particular fruit, or any other symbol that 
they wish to represent her by: 

" . . . a soursop because you are usually sour - means 
angry" 

" . . . a bittergourd because you always come to class with 
a sulky face, and now the class seems to learn to sulk like 
you!!! The seeds of the bittergourd represent your sweat 
when you start scolding with the sulky face! It's not nice 
looking like that, you know!" 

" . . . a watchdog because you are always keeping an eye 
on us! 

" . . . I think of you as a volcano erupting!!!" 

" . . . a parrot because you talk a lot and you always repeat 
the same things. . .so long winded." 

The teacher realised that her good intentions for the class were 
being misread and took the opportunity to raise this with them, that 
she genuinely wanted them to be good and do their best in their 
studies. In short, the sharing session she had with the class cleared 
the air and made the pupils understand the teacher's motives. The 
result was that a much better working relationship and class 
atmosphere were established and the teacher reported that she had 
no more trouble with the class. 

You can also adapt this activity by getting the pupils to imagine 
themselves as a particular animal or fruit or whatever symbol familiar 
to them and get them to write about this. You can then identify 
through the written themes those in your class who, perhaps, have a 
poor self-image or low self-esteem and do something about it. 
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To conclude, it suffices to say that those who tried this activity 
have found it a meaningful exercise for them. It helped them to be 
more open and sensitive to their pupils. One teacher's comments 
best summarise the feelings many of them felt: 

"I know now what they (the pupils) thought of me and I 
must admit, the positive characteristics did enhance my 
self-esteem. However, the negative remarks also made 
me aware of traits I thought I did not possess. It made me 
realise that I have to be extra-sensitive in dealing with my 
pupils. I really learned a lot about myself from this eye- 
opening activity and it benefitted both the pupils and me." 

Perhaps you may like to try this activity too, with your classes? 
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