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When I dream, I dream good:

Mamas and daddies aren’t fighting in the hood.
Everybne is lsvmg Tife under the sur,

Everyone's communicating—becoming one

1f the world calmed down, the hurt wouldn't fester,

We wouldn’t feel like we'd explode or always try 1o test ya.
No, I want a cool world—like sugary ice cream

Let’s come together end grane my dream.

wJamal, 7th Grade

Let’s face it. Adolescents like Jamal who live life on “the edge”—wheo
struggle to find birs and pieces of the safety and acceptance that many
of us take for granted—aze not likely to be energized by the prospect
of filling in the blanks of a formulaic Cinquain poem. What may
ignite their investment, however, is Wordsworzh's notion that poetry
is the “spontancous overflow of powerful emozion.” Powerful emo-
tion literafly reigns supreme in the adolescent mind and body as it is
filtered through an overactive amygdala—the emotional center of the

brain—and citculared via an overabundant supply of hormones.

Deep down inside my heart,
Rage stands, bitter and tart.
It knows just how to communicate,
How o clobber my every diflerence
To make me ache.
It knows just how to make me change,
How to keep me always in its range.
To trap me in a flery cage
There’s just no escaping
This burning Rage.

—JGra, 7th Grade

Such physiological and
emotional states, combined
with the

accompany unstable family

pressures  that
lives, insufficient incomes,
and/or racial tensions, make
it imperative for educators o
respond to—rather than to
ignore—the volatile nature of
at-risk  youngsters'  lives.
Poetry can be both an ouder
and a source of pride for such
stidents, but it must be real

poetry, authentic poetry—

poetry that oozes from the thythms of their lives and poetry that voic-

es the resounding ambivalence of their feclings about themselves and

their world.

Tam a powder keg
My anger builds until someone males
it explode.

I am an eraser—
Fliminating ali the bad thoughts from
my mind.

I am an ant—

Everyone looks down on me.
I-am nothing—

Ng one can s=e me,

But I am something—
Brilliant and intelligent.
Who am ¥?
Powder keg, erasez, ant, nothing, and

’ somerhing,
Tam
Me.

—April, 7th Grade

THE SETTHG

One Virginia city middle
school tock note of the dis-
crepancies among the large
number of low-socio-eco-
(SES) and

minority students the school

nomic status
served and the smal number
of such snidents represented
in “advanced” track classes—
classes that employed a high-
quality
catered o these recognized as

curricalum  and
gifted according o its formal
identification system. The
school acknowledged that, as
Lisa Delpit (1995) explains,
“Children who may be gifted
in real-life sertings are often
at a loss when asked to exhib-

it knowledge solely through decontcxuahzcd paper—and—pencxl exer-
cises” (p. 173). In order 1o “address these dxscrepan(:les, the school
created a “Talent Development” program targeting minoriry and
low-SES students who had earlier demonstrated academic promise
bur who were now in danger of failing middle school. These stu-
dents were invited to participate in the talent development program
with the understanding that they would be held to high expectations
(i.e., the honors custiculum) bur would be given ample support to
help them achieve (skills reinforcement, after school nutoring, and
work sessions).

These students, however, required more than these concrete forms
of supporr o be successful; they also required emotional and social
scaffolding. African-American students tend to “hold dual beliefs
about achievement, believing in the American Dream and the work
ethic, while simultaneously holding pessimistic beliefs abour the effi-
cacy of hard work and effort” (Ford, 1993, p.79). The “counter-par-
rative” once present in the Black culture—that African American chil-
dren are gifted, that childrer of Color are contributors, that education
can truly help you to “Be Somebody™—is fading in the cacopbony of
societal messages that contradict that song (Perry, 2003).

It is therefore imperative for classroom teachers to trumpet this
song in such a way that Black stadents can see that the heart and effort
they put into their schooling will be recognized and is worth the exer-
tion. they expend. African-American children must be both told and
shown—repeatedfy—that intelligence is dynamic and that effost can
and will resuft in growth and productivity (Steele, 2003).
Furthermore, it is imperative that Black students see themselves
reflected in the curziculum as well as in instructional rools and mate-
rials. Adolescents in general crave this relevance and identification
{(Bowers, 2000; Jackson & Davis, 2000); educators need to worl even
more diligently to find these reflections for children of Color becanse
they are not so readily available or celebrated by society:

THE POWER DF LAKGUAGE
This poerry unit was designed to Jet students experience the power
of language as 2 mezns of communicating their unique perspectives,

- affecting change, and creating beauty (in both the conventional and

unconventional sense). While not explicitly stated in lesson plans, the
underlying current throughout the unir was “Look what words can
do! Look what these people’s words could do! Look what my words
can do!” Students studied the work of poets and song writers from
diverse cubtures and time periods. Poems were selected so thar stu-
dents of all races had the chance to see their own faces reflected in the
faces of the poezs studied.

This unit was a departare from the typical middle school poetry
tnir that typicatly fearures:

= an emphasis on poetic devices
* the creation of formulaic poetry

Poeric devices were indeed both defined and applied, bur only as
students noticed them in other poets’ work and sought 1o use them in
their own writing. A careful selection of poerns coaraining a vast atray
of devices and techniques lent itself to this approach. Outlining such
target termns in the unit goals can help teachers create a “roadmap” that
will assist them with poemn selecrion.

w
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In an effort to help students discover their own writer’s voice, “far-
mutas” were not generally used in this unit. Allowing for mudtiple means
and meodes of expression is a vital component of curriculum for culmur-
ally diverse studens; it allows teachers to discover and recognize the dif-
ferent ways in which ralent manifests itself in various culrures {Borland,
2004). A reliance on poetic formulas not only robs the student poet of
an authentic experience, bur can also highlight student weaknesses while
hiding creative strengths. This must be avoided, for as Delpir purs it
{1995, p. 173), “not knowing students’ screngths can lead to our ‘teach-
ing down” to children”—especialiy those who dont fit the traditional
learning mold. To avoid this trap, this unit featured poetry irself as the
inspiration for students’ creations. The poems selected centered on the
driving concepts of the year (language; power; conflict; perspective}; this
conceptual focus allowed the teacher and studenss to:

+ study poets from diverse citltures and time periods who address relat-
ed issues

* use these iunes as the foundation for the creation of “poetry (rather than
using z formula or poetic devices as the foundation)

* ayoid the assumption of deficits in skill or understanding and,
instead, use formative assessment to use scaffolding (e.g., line starters

or other templates) on an as-needed basis.

All theee of these principles brought students closer to behaving as
poets—as the disciplinarians of the field. Poets do not begin writing with
an outline that’s been handed to them by someone else; neither do they
begin with an end goal of learning and using certain terminology and
become inspired by this! Rather, as Wordsworth suggesrs, strong emotion
SELVes as the cldmate muse of poets, and poetic devices funcrion as their
tools of the trade—not the trade itself. By focusing on poets/songwrirers,
poems/songs and concepts that students could refate 10, this unit helped
them 1ap into their own strong emotion and ro find their own unique,
authentic poetic voices.

WHAT IS POETIY

Adolescents, regardless of thelr backgrounds, work best when they
find meaning and refevance in their worlg unfortunately, the ar-risk mid-
dle schoal students in this study had little opportunity to discover such
connections. Prior to beginning the talent development program, their
learning experiences could best be described as “remediation, remedia-
tion, remediation” combined with content thar seemed remote and dis-
connected from their lives. Unfortunarely, instruction for at risk students
“...usually focuses on research thar links failure and sociceconomic sta-
tus, failure and cultural differences...” Such a focus creates a rendency to
“assume deficits in students rather than to locate and to reach to
strengths” (Delpit, 1995, p. 172). These students had certainly experi-
enced rthis kind of rote instruction.

A seventi-gradé Louié put if, “T used to read pocuy and I was in
Boresville. I hated ir, so I was very unhappy to know we were going to be
writing it!”

Therefore, it was vital that students entered the poetry unit with
same sense of how poetry was relevant to what they cared about. Music
offered the petfect avenue for such connecton, so the first lesson fea-
tured students bringing in song iyrics (edited for school-appropriateness)

" thit they believed we '
classmares defending their lyric choices and shared these lerrars with each

iere particularly powerful. Snudents wrote letrers to

other before contributing to a class list of “Powerful Lyric Criteria.”
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STUDENT LIST OF POWERFUL LYRIC CRITERIA
* It really explains how the speaker feels
* Voice — you know the speaker’s personalicy
* Shows the speaker’s style (the way s'he says things)
» Communicates emotions through both werds and rhyzhm

Words:

= uses details so that you can picture it or feel it
= tells abour past experiences/memories

* uses unusual comparisons

* uses strong words — “Cadiflac Words”

Mood: is pleasing or disturbing
Rhythm:

* accentuates words to create thythm

* moves in “steady waves”

* 2 "How” pulls you chrough the song

FIGURE "

Unwittingly, students had successfully created the rubric by which
theit poems would be evaluared—both by one another and by their
teacher. Although this announcement was initially greeted with groans
of, “Man! Why were we so hard on ourselves?” students were generally
accepting of the new grading system; they reasoned it would, in essence,
encourage them to emulare the drtists they admired.

FIAL-STARTER POEMS

Because student texthooks were devoid of poems from cultares and
backgrounds other than the majority, a tip o the bookstore was neces-
sary to locate poems written by poets whose faces and backgrounds
reflected those of the students. “A Dream Deferred” by Langston Hughes
was first on the docket, but students were not given the entire poem;
rather, they were ineroduced to certain key words from the poem—our
of context—and asked to wrire a free-association phrase that contained
the word. Srudents were instructed to attempt to make the lises fit
together, thematically—but this was not a requirement.

Students were presented with the following “fire-starter words from
“A Dream Deferred,” one ar a time, in the following order: dream; fester;
sugar; heavy; and explode. A discussion ensued about the meaning of “fes-

»

{a sure sign of

ter,” the most common response to which was “Eeewww!

a “Cadillac word,” they agreed). Students were then given time tw

. rearrange their lines of poetry, to add and subtract words as necessary, to

" rewrite, and eventually to share their creatiens with the class. There were

many enthusiastic “takers” to the latter invitation, among them Jamal,
whose poem began this article. The pride he showed in his creation was
a groundbzeaking experience for this young man who normally aveided
wiiting at all costs.

When asked if they wanted to see where their “fire starver” words had
come from, students responded with a resounding “yes!” There was
instant investment in Langston Hughes work, and students eagerly dis-
sected his meaning, mused about his word cheice, and compared his
themes to that of their own poems. When offered the chance to complete
another fire-starcer poerm, students enthusiastically accepred, but some
asked if they could see all the words ahead of time.

The next class period, smdents were given a choice to take a list of
fire-starter words from James Berry’s poem, “Whar De We De with 2



El

Variation?” and head 1o the back of the room to begin writing; or they
could stay at the front of the room to hear the words one at  time, main-
raining the efement of surprise. Both groups of students dug eagerly into
the following woids from Berry's poem: difference, clobber, rage, commu-
nicate, and down. Students completed their poerns in the same manner
they had with Hughes' words, this time exercising a bit more freedom in
how they arranged their lines. Kiras poem, “Rage™—displayed above—
iHustrates this increasing level of sophistication and fluidiry.

After sharing their own crearions, students settled into a Socratic
Seminar on Berry’s poem, discussing his hypotheses about how people
treat those different from the rest of the crowd—a significant theme for
middle schoolers, to say the least. Students expressed and defended their
varying opinions about the most firing analogy Berry offered (e.g., “Do
we stand and discuss its oddity? Do we move around it in rage and enlist
the rage of others?”™). In this focused and at times, heared discussion, stu-
dents supporred their argumenss with both evidence from the poem and
examples from their lives. Afterward, they were congratulated for the
manner in which. the}-r had conducted themselves, the authentic, expert-
like ideas they had discussed, and the depths to which they had reached
in supporting their arguments.

Imagery and personificarion had been key elements of figurative
langunage featured in the “fire starter” poems; the discussion of these
techniques flowed narurally from an examinarion of the langrage used
by the poets, as well as by their seventh-grade emulators. This was
imporrant because the state standards dictated that studenss be able to
recognize and analyze poets’ use of such figurarive language. Event more
important, however, were students’ authentic experiences with these lar-
erary techniques: they recognized, understood, and especially nsed figu-
rative language to explain and discuss important ideas about the world
and themselves.

“ME METAPHOR” POEMS

Such was true for the next poetry assignment, “Me Memphor”
poems. Students used the keystone of figugative language, the metaphor,
to describe the essence of who they were. In preparation for the lesson,
students completed the following exit card: -

?
§ EXIT CARD
Period:

Name:
1. What is 2 “metaphor’™?

2. Give at least two examples.

3. Explain why songwriters and poets use metaphors.

FIGIRE 7

Answers to these formative assessment questions revedted which stu-
dents grasped the definition and purpose of metaphors and were ready
te exercise their understanding and which studenrs required further
instruction before they would be able 1o develop their own metaphori-
cal descriptions.

The lesson began with the foll-class journal prompt: Describe yosr-
self in such a way that, after reading your description, someone who had
never met you would feel as if they had known you their entire bves. Such
a multi-faceted promprt encouraged students to be thorough and specif-
ic in their descriptions, to reflect on their unique characteristics, and to
describe them in vivid detail. This journal entry set the stage for the
next poetry assignment tidled “Me Metaphor” poems. A small group of
students who on the previous day’s exit card demonstrated an advanced
understanding of the purpose and use of metaphors were instrucred to

use their self-descriptions as fodder for the following assignmenr listed

on a task card:

“ME METAPHOR” POEM ASSIGNMENT 1
Choose something to compate yourself to. It can be something in
nature, a machine of sorts, a song, a force, an animal, a color. The
only thing it can’¥ be is another person. Strive to continue your
analogy for at least 4 stanzas and to capture all aspects of your per-
sonality. Line lengths in stanzas can vary.

FIGURE 3

The remainder of the class received a mini-lesson on similes and
metaphors that featused examples from the poems studied in the previ-
ous lesson and those from students’ own work to explain the purpose and
use of such analogies. Students shared select descriptions of themselves
from their free-writes and the group worked together to generate
metaphors that would appropriately caprure these descriptions. At the
cornpletion of this explanation, the mini-lesson group was given the fol-
lowing assignment along with the option to either begin work immedi-
ately or to rernain with the teacher for further practice and explanation:

“ME METAPHOR” POEM ASSIGNMENT 2
Write a poem describing all aspects of your personality using a
series of metzphors and similes. Strive for about 5-7 couplets. See
pages 314-315 in your text for the definition of “couplet” and be

prepared to explain it to your classmates.

FIGURE 4
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Tam Love—

1 am cherished.

I am looked for often,
But seldom found...

I am Love—

sometimes sweet,

This assignment stresses the same understanding, knowledge, and
skills as does the first “Me Metaphor” assignment, but it does so in a more
structured, supporsed manner. The first assignment required students to
continue a single analogy—one that communicates different aspects of
their personalities—throughour the cousse of an entire poem. This called
for a more complex udlization of
metaphor than did comparing differ-
ent aspects of one’s self to several dif-
ferene chings (assignment 2). Thus,
all students were supported and chal-
lenged at the proper level.

Yet, when it came time to share
poems, all students—no matter

But always with the potential which version of the assignment they
o bite you in the back. .. had completed—shared poems

which commuanicated equal depth of
1 am Love feeling and an equal feeling of

Oh-so-precious,
But youd betrer befieve you can see

respectfulness. April's poem, fearured
easlier in the article, Uhistrates prod-

The ugly side of me... ucts derived from the second assign-

ment, while Jasmyn’s poem, ro the
T am Love— left, represents those completed in
A big hearr full of joy, response to the more complex ver-

A calm, quiet day with

a big storm brewing,

A bird soaring higher and higher
Into that dangerous sky.

sion of the assignment, the exrended
metaphor (or conceir).

Students from both instrucdonal
groups were very invested in this
assignment. After all, it was aboux
—fasmym adolescenzs’ favorite subject—them-
selves! More importantly, the assign-
ment asked students to stretch their descriptive powers even as they cele-
brated their uniqueness and to produce work of which they could be
proud. Students like Louie were beginning to understand that poetry was
nor as disconnected from their lives as they had imagined.

MODEL POETRY

"The rest of the unit called for students o study the works of poets both
famnous and obscure and to emulate their work in subject and/or in form.
They read poems from Hailstones and Halibut Bores (O'Neill, 1961} and
wrote their own color poems, oozing with both imagery and emotion. They

3

read Georgia Ella Lyon’s reminiscent “Where I'm From,” and eomposed
remembrances of their own childhood, artfully integrating the symbels and
images associated with them. They examined and discussed poesns desciib-
ing all kinds of conflicts, from Alice Walker's admonition abou self image
in “Without Comumercials” to Sylvia Plaths birter reflections in “The
Rival.” Many of these poems were examined and shared in “jigsaw” fashion
with students examining poems they had either chosen (interest) or been
assigned (readiness), explicating them. in small groups, and sharing their
findings with the class. In each case, the poems fearured devices or themes
that had served as the inspiration for students’ own creations.

Alrhough poems like Louie's were starcling in their seemingly dark and
brooding nature, they actualty served as ouders for these young students who

were experiencing so much at such a young age:
I came into that color poem wirh a loz of anger, but by the time [

was done writing [ realized I had gocren all my feelings ouc. I fele
ten times betrer because I wasn't bolding all my emotiens in any
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Black is hatred building in my mind, -

Blocking alf I see, making me go blind

Not able to sleep, just lying in my bed

With all of this blackness going throug
my head s

The black is building up—I can’t make it stop

Black builds up like a heavy tear, just waiting

more. I was writing
from my heart. T also
fele like 1 had finally
done something well,
and 1 felc like jump-
ing inside! — Louie.
As this unit pro- to drop
gressed, students fell  So many rears, so many years....
more and more in love

“Cadillac
words” in their descrip-

Black is the tear now sunning down my cheek,

with  using Tears so wet, so cold, having chills for 2 week

Black is the small spot in the back of my brain

tions, with capturing
A small spot that lingers, driving me insane

their feelings in unusual
comparisons, and espe- —Louie )
cially with using lan-
guage to create mystery. Much of this excitement and love grew out of the
spontancous discussions arising from what students chemselves brought
to the explication and creation of poetry.
The most important “teaching” lessons learned from the implementa-
ton of this unit were to:
= keep one’s finger to the pulse of what kids were thinking, feeling, and
strugpling with in terms of writing and in terms of life
¢ be quiet! Let the students do the talking and the discovering! It’s amaz-
ing what happens when students who have previously been restricred
by the boundaries of a “one-size-fits-all” educational system have the
chance to break out and “showcase their brilliance” (Perry, 2003).

I love whar we've been able to accomplish! You really pushed us beyond
whar we thought was our limir. I never knew that I could write, but with my
imaginavion and your encouragement, I did it...! I'm going 1o keep on wris-
ing, and Tll be sending you more poems! —Kiva W

REFERENCES:

Borland, J.H. (2004). lisues and practices in the idensification and educa-
tion of gifted students from under-represented groups (ID # RM04180).
Storrs, CT: National Research Center on the Gifted and Talenred.

Bowers, R.S. (2000). Early adolescent and emotional development: A
constructivist perspective. In Wavering, M.]. (Ed.) Educating young
adolescents: Life in the middle, 79-109. NY: Garland Publishing, Inc.

Delpir, L. (1995). Other peoplc’s children: Cultural conflict in the classroom. New
York: The New Press.

Ford, D.Y. {1993). An investigarion of the paradox of underachievement
among gifted black students. Roeper Review, I 6, 78-84,

Jackson, AW, & Davis, G.A. (2000). Tarning peints 2000: Educating
adolescents in the 21th century. New York: Teachers College Press.

Perry, T., Seeele, C., & Hilliard, A. 11X, (2003). Young, gifted, and black:
Promoting high achievement among Afvican-American students. Boston:
Beacon Press.

KRISTINA DOUBEE, Ph.D., is an Assistant Professor of Middle, »
Secondary, and Mathematics Education at James Madison
University in Harrisonburg, Virginia. After ten years of teach-
ing English, she returned to graduate school at the University
of Virginia to complete her M.Ed. and Ph.D. in Cusriculumand
Instruction with an emphasis in Gifted Fducation. She works
extensively with-practicing:leachers,. both nationally and
abroad, as a staff developer and faculty coach for schools
and districts implementing differentiated instruction.




