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About	the	Poems

Big,	Mean	Tween	Machine
The	poems	on	which	the	lessons	are	based	collectively	comprise	a	book	of
their	own—“Big,	Mean	Tween	Machine.”	The	collection	begins	with	an
introduction	by	student	Shaneka	Byrd,	who	is	the	captain	of	the	slam	poetry
team.	Shaneka	quickly	establishes	that	she	is	“The	Mouth”	and	goes	on	to
introduce	herself	and	the	rest	of	the	team:

• Shaneka	“The	Mouth”	Byrd

• Devin	“I’m-OK-You’re-OK”	Shay

• Alvin	“Nerd-One”	Lofton

• Armando	“El	Fuego”	Martí

• Veronica	“Queen	of	the	Dead”	Page

The	team	named	themselves	the	Big,	Mean	Tween	Machine	because	they	are
sixth	graders—somewhere	“tween”	little	kids	and	teenagers.	Their	poems
reflect	the	emergence	of	new	emotions,	confusion	about	conflicting	feelings,
and	the	discovery	of	the	power	of	opinion.

The	book	is	divided	into	five	units—one	dedicated	to	each	student	poet.	The
introduction	sets	the	stage	for	the	poems	in	that	unit.	It	gives	background
about	that	student	and	reveals	why	the	given	nickname	applies.	It	entices	the
readers	to	want	to	know	more	about	the	character,	which	encourages	attentive
listening,	and	allows	for	immediate	understanding	and	spontaneous	audience
response.	It	should	also	be	noted	that	each	of	the	poems	is	capable	of
functioning	as	a	stand-alone	piece.	This	unique	style	lends	itself	especially
well	to	reading	aloud	and	involving	students	in	fluency	exercises.	The	format
provides	built-in	flexibility	for	the	teacher	and	students.

As	the	introductions	and	poems	are	read,	it	is	easy	to	forget	that	Shaneka
“The	Mouth”	Byrd	and	the	rest	of	the	students	on	the	“slam	poetry”	team	are
all	the	voice	of	poet	Brod	Bagert.	He	has	created	five	distinct	personalities,
and	in	using	authentic	language	and	relevant	topics,	he	makes	the	five
members	of	the	Big,	Mean	Tween	Machine	seem	like	real	sixth	graders.



Lesson	1

Lesson	Plan

Introduction

This	introduction	sets	the	stage	for	the	entire	book.	Here	we	meet	the
characters	who	make	up	the	slam	poetry	team	and	find	out	a	little	about	the
team	itself.

Making	Connections
• Help	students	connect	their	own	experiences	to	what	they	are	about	to
read.	Ask	students	to	think	about	times	they	are	together	with	groups	of
people—classroom	settings,	sports,	clubs,	etc.	Have	students	discuss	what
types	of	people	make	up	the	various	groups.	Are	the	people	similar	in
character	or	are	they	completely	different?	How?	Give	students	time	to
reflect,	and	then	call	on	various	students	to	share	their	thoughts.

• Tell	students	to	listen	as	you	read	the	introduction	to	the	slam	poetry	team.

Comprehension	Strategy:	Critical	Thinking—
Questioning
• Distribute	copies	of	the	introduction	or	display	it	for	the	class.

• Remind	students	that	this	introduction	sets	the	stage	for	the	entire	set	of
poems	they	will	be	reading.	Ask	students	questions	to	ensure	their
understanding	of	how	the	slam	poetry	team	came	about	and	who	is
involved	in	it.	Who	is	on	the	team?	Who	is	the	leader?	What	types	of
poems	does	the	team	write?

Standards-Based	Skill	Focus:	Syllables
• Write	the	word	introduction	on	the	board.	Tell	students	the	word	can	be
broken	down	into	parts	or	syllables.	Ask	students	to	say	the	word
introduction	slowly	as	they	clap	for	each	part	of	the	word	(in-tro-duc-
tion).	Tell	students	that	this	word	has	four	parts	or	syllables.	Practice	with
the	following	words:	slam,	machine,	competition,	and	poetry.

• Provide	students	practice	in	separating	words	into	syllables.	Distribute



copies	of	the	skill	activity	on	page	20.	Have	students	complete	the	activity
individually	or	in	pairs.

Vocabulary	Word	Study
• Read	the	first	sentence	of	the	introduction	to	students.	Write	the	words
Byrd	and	bird	on	the	board.	Point	out	the	-r	controlled	spelling	in	both
words.	Tell	students	that	learning	how	to	spell	r-controlled	words	can	be
challenging	because	the	sound	can	be	made	with	the	spellings	ir,	er,	and
ur.

• Provide	students	practice	in	reading	and	spelling	r-controlled	words.
Distribute	copies	of	page	21,	which	focuses	on	r-controlled	words.
Complete	the	activity	together	as	a	group	if	your	students	seem	to	need
more	support	with	this	concept.	Otherwise,	have	students	do	the	activity
individually.

Introduction
My	name	is	Shaneka	Byrd—pronounced	b-i-r-d	“bird.”	I’m	about	to
finish	sixth	grade,	and	I	am	our	school’s	slam	poetry	captain.

I	never	thought	I’d	be	the	kind	of	person	to	be	involved	with	poetry,	but	I
love	to	talk,	and	the	minute	Ms.	Boltges	got	us	in	her	library	and	started
talking	about	a	slam	poetry	team,	I	knew	two	things.	Number	one,	I	was
gonna	be	on	it.	And	number	two,	it	was	gonna	be	up	to	me	to	pull	it
together.	Everybody	else	knew	it,	too,	so	when	we	had	our	first	meeting,	I
just	took	over,	and	that	was	that.	Now	don’t	get	me	wrong.	My	teammates
are	not	wimps.	They	just	all	wanted	the	best	for	the	team,	and	that	was
me.	I’m	not	claiming	to	be	the	best	poet,	just	the	best	leader.	It’s	my	gift.



There	were	five	of	us	on	this	year’s	team:

Yours	truly,	Shaneka	“The	Mouth”	Byrd

Devin	“I’m-OK-You’re-OK”	Shay

Alvin	“Nerd-One”	Lofton

Armando	“El	Fuego”	Martí	and

Veronica	“Queen	of	the	Dead”	Page

We	called	ourselves	“The	Big,	Mean	Tween	Machine,”	and	we	finished
third	in	the	state	competition,	which	made	us	all	happy,	except	I	still	think
we	should	have	been	number	one.	This	book	is	a	collection	of	our	poems.
We	had	a	lot	of	fun	with	these	poems,	both	writing	them	and	performing
them.	We	entertained	a	lot	of	people,	especially	our	own	classmates;	and
now,	with	this	book,	we	hope	to	entertain	you.

By	the	way,	we	did	not	write	these	poems	in	sweet	little	whispers.	We
wrote	them	to	produce	over-the-top,	in-your-face,	tell-it-like-it-is,	blow-
it-out	performances,	which	is	how	we	performed	them.	But	we	can’t	be	in
your	classroom,	so	we’re	counting	on	you	to	make	it	happen.	Just	find	a
poem	you	really	like,	practice	acting	it	out,	get	up	in	front	of	your	class,
and	do	it.	You’re	gonna	be	great.



Skill	Focus
Name:	___________________________________

Separate	It
I. Directions:	Divide	the	words	into	syllables	using	hyphens.

1. pronounced	_______________________

2. captain	_______________________

3. involved	_______________________

4. competition	_______________________

5. collection	_______________________

6. entertained	_______________________

7. practice	_______________________

8. classroom	_______________________

9. performances	_______________________

10. whispers	_______________________

II. Directions:	Read	each	sentence	below.	Choose	from	the	words	above	to
complete	the	sentence.	Write	the	correct	word	on	the	line.

11. The	goal	was	kicked	by	the	______________________	of	the	team.

12. Mrs.	Glisbury	has	a	stamp	______________________.

13. The	magician	______________________	us	with	his	magic	act.

14. He	is	______________________	in	many	activities	after	school.

15. The	______________________	in	the	spelling	bee	was	fierce.



Word	Study
Name:	___________________________________

Introduction
I. Directions:	Sort	the	words	below	in	the	correct	column.

entertained

thirteen

giraffe

chirp

sir

sister

thunder

circus

yesterday

ruler

ir	Words er	Words

	

	

II. Directions:	Use	the	words	above	to	answer	each	riddle.

1. I	am	something	you	measure	with.
____________________________

2. I	am	the	opposite	of	tomorrow.	____________________________

3. I	am	a	place	with	clowns	and	elephants.
____________________________

4. I	am	the	sound	a	bird	makes.	____________________________



5. I	occur	after	lightning.	____________________________

Extension
Write	riddles	for	the	other	five	words	that	were	not	used	in	section	II.



Lesson	2

Lesson	Plan

Shaneka	“The	Mouth”	Byrd
This	mini	biography	of	Shaneka	tells	a	lot	about	her	in	just	a	few	short
paragraphs.	It	sets	the	stage	for	her	poems	that	will	follow.	In	it,	we	learn	why
Shaneka	is	“The	Mouth.”

Making	Connections
• Help	students	connect	their	own	experiences	to	what	they	are	about	to
read.	Ask	students	to	think	about	these	questions:	What	information
would	you	share	with	others	about	yourself?	How	would	you	describe
your	personality?	Do	you	have	parts	of	your	personality	that	you	like?
That	you	dislike?	Give	students	time	to	reflect,	and	then	call	on	various
students	to	share	their	thoughts.

• Tell	students	to	listen	as	you	read	“Shaneka	‘The	Mouth’	Byrd.”

Comprehension	Strategy:	Critical	Thinking—
Analysis
• Distribute	copies	of	Shaneka’s	introduction	or	display	it	for	the	class.

• Remind	students	that	Shaneka	describes	herself	in	this	introduction.	What
does	Shaneka	say	that	she	is?	What	does	she	say	she	is	not?	Why	does	she
describe	herself	as	“The	Mouth”?	How	did	she	gain	favor	with	her
classmates?	Have	students	use	evidence	from	Shaneka’s	introduction	to
support	their	answers.

Standards-Based	Skill	Focus:	Fact	and	Opinion
• Remind	students	that	a	fact	is	a	statement	that	is	true	and	can	be	proven.
An	opinion	is	someone’s	personal	feelings,	ideas,	and	beliefs.	Give	these
examples.	Fact:	Roses	are	a	type	of	flower.	Opinion:	Roses	are	the
prettiest	flowers.

• Review	the	information	Shaneka	shares	about	herself	in	“Shaneka	‘The
Mouth’	Byrd”	and	decide	as	a	class	which	sentences	are	facts	and	which



are	opinions.

• Distribute	copies	of	the	skill	activity	on	page	24.	Have	students	complete
the	activity	individually	or	in	pairs.

Vocabulary	Word	Study
• Tell	students	that	a	good	way	to	find	opinions	is	to	recognize	and	use
words	that	signal	opinions.	Distribute	copies	of	page	25,	which	focuses	on
opinion	words.	First,	explain	that	certain	words	signal	that	a	statement	is
an	opinion.	Some	of	these	appear	in	the	list	on	the	page.	Read	through	the
words	together,	stopping	to	discuss	how	or	why	they	might	alert	a	reader
that	a	statement	is	an	opinion	rather	than	a	fact.

• Complete	the	activity	together	as	a	group	if	your	students	seem	to	need
more	support	with	this	concept.	Otherwise,	have	students	do	the	activity
individually.

I’ve	got	two	little	brothers	and	a	baby	sister.	I’ve	been	taking	care	of	them
all	my	life,	so	for	me,	being	in	charge	comes	natural.	That’s	why	I’m
captain	of	our	school’s	slam	poetry	team.	But	being	in	charge	doesn’t
mean	you	get	to	tell	everybody	else	what	to	do.	The	very	last	thing	I	want
is	to	steamroll	my	teammates.	I	expect	every	member	of	our	team	to	carry
their	own	weight.	If	one	of	us	needs	help,	we	are	all	there	for	each	other.
But	if	one	of	us	gets	lazy,	I	will	deal	with	that	myself.



The	most	important	thing	I’d	like	you	to	know	about	me	is	that	I	do	not
put	up	with	foolishness,	and	the	world	is	full	of	foolishness.	For	example,
girls	are	supposed	to	be	“pretty,	sweet,	and	oh-so-petite.”	Well,	I	am	not
petite;	if	I	were	on	the	boy’s	football	team,	I’d	be	the	fullback.	I	am	not
sweet;	I’m	in	charge,	and	it’s	hard	to	be	sweet	when	you’re	in	charge.
And	pretty	is	how	you’re	supposed	to	look	if	you	want	to	be	a	movie	star,
and	I	don’t	look	that	way,	so	I	am	not	pretty.

Now	that	I’ve	told	you	what	I’m	not;	let	me	tell	you	what	I	am.	I’m
strong.	I’m	not	just	physically	strong.	I’m	emotionally	and	intellectually
and	morally	strong,	and	I	use	that	strength	to	stand	up	for	people	who
may	not	be	as	strong	as	me.	It’s	not	like	I’m	a	real	nice	person,	it’s	just
that	I	can’t	stand	by	and	watch	somebody	get	pushed	around.	I	know	what
it	feels	like	to	be	pushed	around,	and	I’m	not	about	to	let	it	happen	to
somebody	else,	not	if	I	can	help	it.



Now,	that’s	the	easy	part;	here	comes	the	hard	part.	It’s	hard	to	explain.	I
don’t	really	understand	it	myself,	but	deep	down	inside,	I	feel	like	it’s	my
job	to	speak	for	everybody	around	me,	like	we’re	all	part	of	one	body,	and
I’m	the	mouth.	You’ll	see	what	I	mean	when	you	read	my	poem	“Big!
Mean!	Tween!	Machine!”	When	I	wrote	that	poem,	our	whole	class	was
feeling	the	same	way,	like	we	were	all	starting	to	grow	up,	but	they	were
still	treatin’	us	like	little	kids.	Everybody	was	feeling	it,	but	nobody	was
saying	anything	about	it,	so	I	put	it	in	a	poem.	You	should	have	been	there
the	first	time	I	performed	it.	I	got	up	in	front	of	the	whole	class,	I	gave	a
kind	of	in-your-face	smile,	and	then,	in	the	strongest	voice	I	could	find,	I
said	the	title—“BIG!	MEAN!	TWEEN!	MACHINE!”	And	on	each	word
I	jabbed	my	finger	like	the	back	wall	of	the	classroom	was	the	whole
grown-up	world,	and	then,	when	I	recited	the	poem,	I	just	let-’em-have-it.
At	the	end	I	took	a	bow,	and	everybody	clapped.	There	were	even	a	few
cheers,	and	that	made	me	feel	real	good,	like	I	was	doing	what	I	was
meant	to	do,	because	that’s	what	I	am.	The	Mouth.	And	I	love	what	I	am,
which	makes	me	an	extremely	beautiful	human	being.



Skill	Focus
Name:	___________________________________

Feel	Free	to	Disagree
Directions:	A	fact	is	something	that	is	true	and	can	be	proven.	An	opinion	is
what	a	person	thinks,	feels,	or	believes.	Read	each	statement	about	pets.	Write
F	on	the	line	if	it	is	a	fact.	Write	O	if	it	is	an	opinion.

_____	1. Dogs	and	cats	are	the	most	common	household	pets.

_____	2. Cats	are	easier	to	take	care	of	than	dogs.

_____	3. Goldfish	are	the	best	pets	because	they	can	live	up	to	40
years.

_____	4. Before	getting	a	pet,	you	ought	to	consider	how	much	space
the	pet	needs.

_____	5. It	is	hard	to	teach	a	dog	tricks.

_____	6. Most	cats	have	five	toes	on	their	front	feet	but	only	four	on
their	back	feet.

_____	7. Everyone	enjoys	having	a	pet	around	the	house.

_____	8. Having	a	pet	snake	is	dangerous.

_____	9. Cats	and	dogs	should	not	live	in	the	same	home.

_____	10. February	is	Pet	Dental	Health	Awareness	month.

_____	11. If	you	have	a	dog,	you	must	be	aware	of	things	that	might	be
poisonous	to	it.

_____	12. It	would	be	fun	to	teach	a	parrot	to	talk.

_____	13. It	is	illegal	to	keep	certain	animals	as	pets.

_____	14. Pets	usually	are	considered	part	of	the	family.

_____	15. Empty	paper	towel	rolls	and	empty	boxes	make	great	toys
for	all	cats.

_____	16. Puppies	and	kittens	have	different	dietary	needs	from	their
adult	counterparts.



Word	Study
Name:	___________________________________

Shaneka	“The	Mouth”	Byrd
Directions:	Find	and	underline	the	word	or	words	in	each	sentence	that	signal
that	the	statement	may	be	an	opinion.	For	an	extra	challenge,	use	a	book	or
sheet	of	paper	to	cover	the	list	as	you	work.

Opinion	Words

should shouldn’t certain may believe

worst seems extremely good better

important rather hard probably too	much

1. Being	twelve	is	better	than	being	eleven.

2. Ms.	Jarrel	gives	too	much	homework!

3. You	should	have	breakfast	before	coming	to	school.

4. Karen	is	probably	mad	about	coming	in	second	place.

5. That	was	the	worst	pizza	I’ve	ever	had.

6. Terra	has	good	ideas.

7. I	am	certain	that	Mom	will	say	yes.

8. You	are	good	at	sports.

9. It’s	hard	to	keep	quiet	when	I	disagree	with	someone.

10. Paul	would	rather	read	than	watch	a	movie.

11. There	may	be	life	on	distant	planets.

12. Speaking	in	front	of	the	class	makes	me	extremely	nervous.

13. Getting	regular	dental	checkups	is	important	for	your	health.

14. My	dog	seems	to	know	what	time	it	is.

15. I	believe	that	either	team	can	win	any	given	game.

16. You	shouldn’t	be	afraid	to	try	new	things.



Extension
Write	two	facts	and	two	opinions	about	yourself.	Label	each	statement
as	fact	or	opinion.
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