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CHAPTER ONE

Setting the Stage:
Why Start with Poetry?

The world is hungry for words of hope, change, humor, and love, and writing workshop has
the ability to conjure up the kind of meaningful and creative energy of the imagination that
we all crave. Writing workshop is a gathering of passionate ideas and opinions. It is the
birthplace of creative inspiration and illumination. It is the room where our students can go
to imagine and reimagine the world for themselves, and for us. And, it must take place in
55 minutes, more or less.

Sure, classroom periods may dictate the amount of time we have for a writing workshop on a
given day, but the most important thing is having designated writing time that students can
expect, look forward to, and prepare for, mentally and otherwise. Still, because the amount
of time is relatively short, some of our students may be a
little harder to reach, either because of disinterest, fear,
aptitude, or all three. No worries, I've got a foolproof method
that guarantees you will reach even the most reluctant and
recalcitrant of learners. It's worked for me in New York and
Canada, summer writing programs and juvenile detention
facilities, libraries and special needs programs, secondary
and K-8 schools.

KwameTime
Video for Teachers

The Essential
Importance of Writing

Want to create an immediate, vibrant, powerful writing

workshop? Try poetry. Mounting evidence shows that writing
is a crucial component of effective literacy instruction. :
When students are engaged regularly in writing, they show 43 (See page 19.)




improvements in reading comprehension, math, science, and social studies (Reeves 2002).
No one doubts the power of writing or the critical importance it should play in all
students’ lives:

At its best, writing has helped transform the world. Revolutions have been started by
it. Oppression has been toppled by it. And it has enlightened the human condition.
American life has been richer because people like Rachel Carson, César Chavez,
Thomas Jefferson, and Martin Luther King, Jr., have given voice to the aspirations
of the nation and its people.

—National Commission on Writing

With these findings in mind, getting children to be motivated, successful writers is a key
component of effective literacy instruction, as well as overall student achievement, and
there’s no more accessible gateway than poetry. In my Book-in-a-Day workshops, | always
began with poetry. Its inherent conciseness was less intimidating to even the most uneager
writers, and it allowed students to produce a completed piece of work within the constraints
of a five-hour workshop.

Poetry engages students in writing in ways that other genres do not. Because poetry does
not have the same demands as prose, it offers students greater freedom (Routman 2001).
The scope of poetry also allows students to express themselves in many different ways

by experimenting with different styles and forms. Success with writing poetry can create
enthusiasm that then makes other writing tasks feel more manageable.

[l QUESTIONS Cor KWAME

Can | do writing workshop with my English language learners?

Si! Vang! Yes! Limited English does not mean limited creativity or limited feelings. Depending
on the English level of a student, they may need to do some brainstorming ahead of time.
Students can rely on picture cues and even translator apps and books to find the right words.
You can also work one-on-one with a student to talk through their search for the perfect
words. When their poem is finished, try to have two versions, one in English and the other in
their first language. Over time, students can revise their poems and see how their growth in
language skills affects their writing.



50L0 ACT: ANN MARTE STEPHENS
FLEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHER AND PLCTURE BOOK AUTHOR

Kwame poses the question “Why poetry?” My first graders
pose very different questions, such as “What is poetry? Is it
something we can eat? Can | have some?” | love the idea of
using a “creative jumpstart” to begin a workshop. Kwame reminds
us that there is emotion attached to poetry. | choose to jumpstart
through the use of Leo Lionni’s book, Frederick. All the mice in the book are working hard
to gather essentials for the upcoming winter. Frederick appears to be doing nothing, but in
reality, he is gathering words—beautiful, dreamy, rich words. These same words come out
during the harsh winter as warm, spirit-lifting poetry for his mouse friends and him. After
reading, we reflect on Frederick’s words, his poem, and their impact on the other mice.
We talk about feelings and then we use a large piece of paper to make a class list under
the heading “Poetry Feels...” If the class struggles to name the emotions, we look back on
the illustrations in the book. After we think the list is complete, | read a funny poem (often
one by Shel Silverstein). The kids giggle and make comments, and suddenly we have more
emotions to add to our list. We always save the list for later when we do list poems.
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You can fill The Write Thing writing workshop with a range of writing across genres—which
estahlishes the purposes for which we write: narrative, informative/explanatory, and opinion/

argument. For easy-to-launch, guaranteed success, it’s hard to beat poetry.

I have a guiding belief in the power of poetry to connect with young writers, reluctant and avid,
in transformative and profound ways. Georgia Heard (1998) suggests that we use poems as
transitions, immersing students in accessible poems first and then building on that foundation.
I couldn’t agree more. Poetry is the bridge to get our children to appreciate and understand
how to imagine and reimagine possibility through creative language, to embrace more
complex and longer forms of literature.



The Essential Joy of Poetry

Poetry is a powerful method to engage students in writing that is meaningful to them; yet,
poetry is not given as much attention as it deserves. It is a genre that is neglected throughout
upper elementary, middle, and high school, as well as in teacher education courses (Certo,
Apol, Wibbens, & Yoon 2010). There are many reasons (and excuses) why more poetry is

not in classrooms. Louann Reid says teachers “believe they have not been prepared to teach
poetry. Lack of experience, lack of preparation, and lack of confidence quickly add up to lack
of interest if not complete apathy” (2006, 9). The disappearance of poetry from classrooms
has thus generated a cycle of indifference among students (Parr and Campbell 2006).

S0L0 ACT: MARJORY WENTWORTH

POET LAUREATE OF SOUTH CAROLINA

| started the day by having the children write wish poems. Each
poem began with the line “I wish.” This writing exercise comes
from the book Wishes, Lies, and Dreams: Teaching Children to
Write Poetry by Kenneth Koch. Mr. Koch taught poetry in New York
City elementary schools, and this book is the result of those experiences.
Now, just imagine what happens when you ask school children, or anyone else for that
matter, what they wish for? In order to demystify the poetry-writing process, | had the
children begin by writing a class poem about things they wished for. Each child contributed
a line, and when | put them all together we had a poem. It was easy, quick, and FUN.

When students are enjoying themselves, they pay closer attention, they follow directions,
and they care about what they're writing because it matters a lot to them. The stillness
and concentration that happens whenever students begin writing poems is extraordinary
to witness.

These third graders at Dunston Elementary School in North Charleston, South Carolina,
wished for all sorts of fascinating things—new bicycles, a four-wheeler, a baby sister, a
baby brother, more bling, a pinkie ring, a pair of kittens, a Jacuzzi, a swimming pool, a
laptop, a black-and-white dog, a kazillion dollars, and so on. One little boy wrote that he



This changes today, people.

In her text, In the Middle, Nancie Atwell observes, “Seventy years ago, fully half the literature
taught to fourth graders in the United States was poetry. Today it's 97 percent prose and just
3 percent poetry” (1998, 416). Don't get me wrong, | love that my nine-year-old daughter

is reading Charlotte’s Web and Ramona the Brave, but I'd also love it if she were learning
Gwendolyn Brooks's “We Real Cool” (now, that'd be real cool!). Thing is, we're kind of

afraid of poetry. For so long, we've been taught that poetry is staid, complicated, unfamiliar,
and now many of us believe it. How did this happen? When did poetry become something
intimidating and inaccessible? It often happens, unfortunately, in a middle and high school
English classroom, but parents and teachers can turn this around.

wished for a friend. A number of children wished for things for their teachers—a big yellow
diamond, a pink Cadillac. No one suggested they do this; the generosity came naturally.

The most amazing part of the day came when | was about to leave. A little boy named
Jonathan stood right in front of me and started talking about his brain. Our conversation

went something like this:

“Do you know how your brain has two parts to it? The top part that you use most of the
time and that deep part that you hardly ever use?”

| nodded, wondering where this was going.

“Well,” he continued, looking up at me with enormous sincerity, “When | was writing my
poem, | used that deep part of my brain the whole time.”

“Don’t you use that deep part a lot in school?”

“Not really,” he said, shaking his head.

“That’s creativity you're describing. It’s a great feeling.”

“Creativity,” he repeated. “That’s what you call my really deep brain working?”

“Exactly.”
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