
On spoken word poetry



Goals for today: 

❖ Experience a collection of spoken word 
poems

❖ Consider the benefits of teaching 
spoken word poetry

❖ Explore strategies for teaching spoken 
word, as well as how to engage 
reluctant students

❖ Consider “voice poverty” 
❖ Brainstorm how to engage students in 

writing spoken word 



Guiding questions:
● What does spoken word encompass? (& share 

examples) 
● How can it be expanded into an entire course?
● What kinds of activities could be utilized?
● How do the strands of English Language Arts apply?
● How do we help students to become comfortable 

performing in front of an audience?
● Are there resources that you recommend? 



Further questions:
● What’s out there already in terms of lesson plans? 
● How can I assess spoken word poetry?
● How might I create exemplars for student 

learning?



WHAT DOES ‘SPOKEN WORD’ ENCOMPASS?

A few useful notions... 



““The term spoken word poetry is a catchall that encompasses 
different kinds of recited poetry, including slam poetry, in which 
poets perform their work and are judged by an audience, and 
performance poetry, which refers “to a type of contemporary 
poetry composed either for or during performance before an 
audience” (Hirsch, 2014, p. 453)” (Xerri, 2017, p. 263)

WHAT DOES ‘SPOKEN WORD’ ENCOMPASS?



“Spoken word is a type of poetry that 
bonds the poet with the audience to 
an end, whatever that may be” (Desai 
& Marsh, 2005, p. 72)

WHAT DOES ‘SPOKEN WORD’ ENCOMPASS?



AS AN EXAMPLE: Neil Hilborn’s “OCD” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vnKZ4pdSU-s


AS AN EXAMPLE, HERE’S ONE OF MY CURRENT 
FAVOURITES: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aqu4ezLQEUA


A quick note for lesson inspiration: 
● Try teaching “Explaining anxiety to my mother” as a 

complementary text with something where the characters 
struggle communicating with anxiety and depression with their 
loved ones. A few ideas for close reading: 
○ The Fault in our Stars 

■ Hazel & her parents 
○ A Streetcar Named Desire 

■ Blanche & her sister
○ Romeo and Juliet 

■ Melancholic Romeo and Benvolio
● Have students write a version of “Explaining _____ to 

_______”. Have them read it out loud to that person and film 
the performance. 

● As an introduction to spoken word, have students rewrite a line 
from this poem  and in a ‘rapid fire’ reading, share with the class. 



“It is an art form that combines 
traditional notions of literacy— 
reading, writing and speaking—with 
bodily performance” (Desai & Marsh, 
2005, p. 77)

WHAT DOES ‘SPOKEN WORD’ ENCOMPASS?



   

“Spoken word poetry fosters a ‘culture 
of listening’ and valuing words” 
(Fisher, 2005, p. 128). 

WHAT DOES ‘SPOKEN WORD’ ENCOMPASS?



AS AN EXAMPLE: Darius Simpson & Scout Bostley’s 
“Lost Voices”  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lpPASWlnZIA


“Spoken word movement[s]... in 
recent decades is tied up in powerful 
social movements that reframed—and 
validated—social identities of 
minorities.” (Somers-Willett, 2009, p. 
6) 

. 

WHAT DOES ‘SPOKEN WORD’ ENCOMPASS?



This Spoken Word Poem Is A Beautiful Love 
Letter To 'Undocumented People'

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V1kkdBjASfc


“To JK Rowling, from Cho Chang” by Rostad: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o26ecPqu-bQ


What is voice poverty? 

Xerri (2017)



Any responses to the 
Xerri (2017) article? 



Highlights from Xerri (2017)



Highlights from Xerri (2017)



Highlights from Xerri (2017)



Highlights from Xerri (2017)



Highlights from Xerri (2017)



How do the strands of ELA apply to 
teaching spoken word?
I



HOW DO WE HELP STUDENTS BECOME 
COMFORTABLE WITH SPEAKING PUBLICLY? 

*Something to keep in mind: our notions regarding what counts as ‘public’ is changing; if we consider 
digital and social media platforms, many of our students are very much out ‘in public.’ 

WARM UP STEPS: 
● Like a drama teacher might do, get them ‘physically’ warmed up; have them do fun and 

creative warm-up exercises that an actor might engage in before a play. It might help 
students to shake off nerves. A few ideas: 
○ 5 warm-up activities to try before acting: https://takelessons.com/blog/acting-warm-up-games

○ 5 exercises to try before singing: 
http://blog.sonicbids.com/top-5-exercises-to-warm-up-your-voice-before-a-show 

https://takelessons.com/blog/acting-warm-up-games
http://blog.sonicbids.com/top-5-exercises-to-warm-up-your-voice-before-a-show


HOW DO WE HELP STUDENTS BECOME 
COMFORTABLE WITH SPEAKING PUBLICLY? 

SMALL STEPS:
● Whole-class performances (call and response, two-sided 

poems, etc).
● Group performances
● Small group performances 
● Try having students engage in a ‘socratic’ book or poetry 

talk before delving into creative performance. Have small 
groups prepare to engage in a discussion about a set of 
poems or a text you’re studying, like CBC Reads. This 
can happen in front of the class, in threaded discussion 
groups (TDGs) online, or have students record 
themselves. 



HOW DO WE HELP STUDENTS BECOME 
COMFORTABLE WITH SPEAKING PUBLICLY? 

ALTERNATIVE STEPS: 
● Create a video (maybe a vlog)

○ Have Ss maintain a poetry vlog that they update throughout the 
semester, in lieu of one summative poetry performance. Have Ss leave 
comments on one another’s videos. Invite families to contribute 
comments as well!

○ You could even have an ongoing project where students create a vlog 
post for your classroom, updating families/the school on what you’re 
learning. Each week, a different pair of students could be responsible for 
content, including a collaborative poem! This could also be an 
enrichment project! 

○ On vlogging in school: 
https://socialmediaandtheclassroom415.weebly.com/vlogging.html 

https://socialmediaandtheclassroom415.weebly.com/vlogging.html


HOW DO WE HELP STUDENTS BECOME 
COMFORTABLE WITH SPEAKING PUBLICLY? 

ALTERNATIVE STEPS (continued): 

● Create a podcast. Resources and links to check out: 

○ http://www.teachhub.com/technology-classroom-how-why-use-p
odcasts

○ http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/teaching_now/2017/09/teachin
g_the_art_of_listening_how_to_use_podcasts_in_the_classroom.h
tml

http://www.teachhub.com/technology-classroom-how-why-use-podcasts
http://www.teachhub.com/technology-classroom-how-why-use-podcasts
http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/teaching_now/2017/09/teaching_the_art_of_listening_how_to_use_podcasts_in_the_classroom.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/teaching_now/2017/09/teaching_the_art_of_listening_how_to_use_podcasts_in_the_classroom.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/teaching_now/2017/09/teaching_the_art_of_listening_how_to_use_podcasts_in_the_classroom.html


HOW DO WE HELP STUDENTS BECOME 
COMFORTABLE WITH SPEAKING PUBLICLY? 

ALTERNATIVE STEPS (continued): 

● Create an avatar. I like Voki: 
https://www.voki.com/site/create 

*Note: beware of sites that set up gender as a 
binary: 
http://avatarmaker.com 

https://www.voki.com/site/create
http://avatarmaker.com


HOW DO WE HELP STUDENTS BECOME 
COMFORTABLE WITH SPEAKING PUBLICLY? 

ALTERNATIVE STEPS (continued): 

● Have students perform during a parent-teacher interview, to you and their loved ones. The 10 minute 
meeting could be a demonstration of learning rather than a run-through on how the student is doing. 



HOW DO WE HELP STUDENTS BECOME 
COMFORTABLE WITH SPEAKING PUBLICLY? 

INCENTIVIZING STEPS:
● Offer public presentation of poetry as an enrichment 

opportunity - optional but a way in which they might 
enhance their grade. 

● Offer to give a poetry performance yourself when 
the students do - show them that you are willing to be 
vulnerable. Perhaps, even do a performance and ask for 
feedback, including what they found effective about 
your delivery and how you might improve. You might 
get them to even assess you based on a rubric you design 
and/or develop with them. 



RESOURCES THAT ARE OUT THERE:  
A collection of what is out there online...

Poetry Out Loud 
● http://www.poetryoutloud.org/teaching-resources/lesson-plans
● http://www.poetryoutloud.org/uploads/documents/POL_TG_2017-2018.pdf (teacher guide) 

Read/Write/Think
● http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/crossing-boundaries-through-bilingual-30525.html

Slam Nation
● http://fod.infobase.com/http/42000/42022_guide.pdf

Teaching slam poetry
● https://www.google.ca/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=5&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjj1IH7zrzYAhVS-2MKHTUgB84QFghHMAQ&url=http%3A%2

F%2Fwww.mvrhs.org%2Fenglishdept%2Fshark%2FHeadbar%2FTeaching%2520Slam%2520Poetry.doc&usg=AOvVaw29ZYDJd-GdJKpa5LoPZffS

TEDed
● https://ed.ted.com/on/wHNZ7jqX

Visual Thesaurus: 
● https://www.visualthesaurus.com/cm/teachersatwork/song-of-myself-spoken-word-poetry-in-the-classroom/

“Voice” lesson plan 
● https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/lesson/voice

Youth Speaks
● http://youthspeaks.org

http://www.poetryoutloud.org/teaching-resources/lesson-plans
http://www.poetryoutloud.org/uploads/documents/POL_TG_2017-2018.pdf
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/crossing-boundaries-through-bilingual-30525.html
http://fod.infobase.com/http/42000/42022_guide.pdf
https://www.google.ca/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=5&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjj1IH7zrzYAhVS-2MKHTUgB84QFghHMAQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.mvrhs.org%2Fenglishdept%2Fshark%2FHeadbar%2FTeaching%2520Slam%2520Poetry.doc&usg=AOvVaw29ZYDJd-GdJKpa5LoPZffS
https://www.google.ca/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=5&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjj1IH7zrzYAhVS-2MKHTUgB84QFghHMAQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.mvrhs.org%2Fenglishdept%2Fshark%2FHeadbar%2FTeaching%2520Slam%2520Poetry.doc&usg=AOvVaw29ZYDJd-GdJKpa5LoPZffS
https://ed.ted.com/on/wHNZ7jqX
https://www.visualthesaurus.com/cm/teachersatwork/song-of-myself-spoken-word-poetry-in-the-classroom/
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/lesson/voice
http://youthspeaks.org


A (quick) fun assignment idea:  Use gifs/memes

1. Select a spoken word poem that you like. 
2. Choose ten lines that you find particularly powerful from this poem. 
3. Find 10 gifs/memes that represent 10 responses that an audience might have to these lines. Write a sentence for each 

gif/meme explaining why this reaction is appropriate for this line of poetry. 

OR 

1. Write a poem. 
2. Post on the class blog. 
3. Read 3 classmates’ poems and 

comment using gifs/memes



For example: From Wordsworth’s “I wandered lonely as a cloud”: 

“For oft, when on my couch I lie/ In vacant or in pensive mood,” 

 



A more in depth assignment idea(s):  

1. Position your students to be spoken word poetry critics or reviewers. Have 
them explore this article: 

○ https://matadornetwork.com/life/8-of-the-worlds-most-movin
g-spoken-word-pieces/  

2. Have them watch the poems and rank them in order of effectiveness. Instruct 
them to respond to #1 and #8 - why were these the most and least moving to them? 

3. To add complexity to this assignment, have them first explore professional 
creative reviews, such as prominent literary reviews from the New York Times. 
Have them write a similar pieces on  poems from the article OR ones of their 
choosing - a poem that “moved” them the most. 

4. OR, another idea might be to use the creative review to write found poetry that 
“speaks back” to the poetry under review. 

https://matadornetwork.com/life/8-of-the-worlds-most-moving-spoken-word-pieces/
https://matadornetwork.com/life/8-of-the-worlds-most-moving-spoken-word-pieces/


Show them these poem reviews as exemplars:  
● https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/04/magazine/poem-i-want-to-be-stark-like.html?rref=collection%2Fcolu

mn%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&
version=latest&contentPlacement=1&pgtype=collection

● https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/28/magazine/poem-the-nod.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fmagazi
ne-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest
&contentPlacement=2&pgtype=collection

● https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/21/magazine/poem-theory-for-expansion.html?rref=collection%2Fcolum
n%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&ve
rsion=latest&contentPlacement=3&pgtype=collection

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/04/magazine/poem-i-want-to-be-stark-like.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=1&pgtype=collection
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/04/magazine/poem-i-want-to-be-stark-like.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=1&pgtype=collection
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/04/magazine/poem-i-want-to-be-stark-like.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=1&pgtype=collection
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/28/magazine/poem-the-nod.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=2&pgtype=collection
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/28/magazine/poem-the-nod.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=2&pgtype=collection
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/28/magazine/poem-the-nod.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=2&pgtype=collection
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/21/magazine/poem-theory-for-expansion.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=3&pgtype=collection
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/21/magazine/poem-theory-for-expansion.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=3&pgtype=collection
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/21/magazine/poem-theory-for-expansion.html?rref=collection%2Fcolumn%2Fmagazine-poem&action=click&contentCollection=magazine&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=3&pgtype=collection


Poetry writing idea:  Create a hypertext poem

“to meaningfully engage 
[ELL]  students with poetry, 
a learner-centered, 
multimodal approach should 
be utilized. This includes 
creativity in teaching with 
applications of new media 
that build on the literacies 
have already developed 
through their immersion in 
digital technologies (Hughes, 
2007)” (Freyn, 2017, p. 81)

Also, this paper discusses using poetry with 
university-level ELL students. 



Poetry writing idea:  Create a hypertext poem

Have your students make a 
desktop video where they 
perform a hypertext poem 
while clicking through the links 
as they go. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=-Ch0ibnFCOg 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Ch0ibnFCOg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Ch0ibnFCOg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Ch0ibnFCOg


Poetry activity idea:  4 Rooms poetry

1. Sit students in groups of 4 with paper.
2. Teach students how to fold paper boxes.

a. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JK5Ni5_WEM4 
3. Tell them each box represents a “room”: MEMORY, SMELL/TASTE, 

SIGHT/SOUND, and FEELINGS
4. Have students add as many idea into each box as possible on slips of paper; 

they can use single words and/or phrases. 

*If you’re worried about them having “enough” ideas to work with, then while 
they’re engaged in this activity, walk around the room and drop of 
ready-made ideas into their boxes as well.  

5. After this brainstorming period, have students select strips of paper from the 
boxes to create found poetry - either collaboratively OR individually. 

6. Give students a menu of questions to guide a poetry talk about their work at 
their tables and share their poems. Have one student audio-record the 
conversation and submit to you for assessment. 

7. Glue copies of the poems to the bottoms of the boxes so that the boxes come 
to function as a frame. Display. 

This idea is adapted from: Dellicarpini, M. & 
Gulla, A. N. (2012). Success with ELLS: Make 
room for our voices: Using poetry in 
professional development for secondary [ELL] 
and ELA teachers. The English Journal, 
101(3), 92-94. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JK5Ni5_WEM4




Poetry activity extension:  36 Rooms Podcast 
(# of rooms = students) 

The New York Times released a piece on teaching students to create podcasts: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/19/learning/lesson-plans/project-audio-teach
ing-students-how-to-produce-their-own-podcasts.html

Love this note: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/19/learning/lesson-plans/project-audio-teaching-students-how-to-produce-their-own-podcasts.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/19/learning/lesson-plans/project-audio-teaching-students-how-to-produce-their-own-podcasts.html


Poetry activity extension:  36 Rooms Podcast 
(# of rooms = students) 
A few things you might include on the podcast:

● (Obviously) poetry
● Have students pair up and interview one another about their creative 

processes
● Have students discuss a spoken word poem that meant something to 

them

Some exemplars to check out:
● https://bookriot.com/2016/04/11/11-podcasts-for-poetry-lovers/ 
● If you want to stay consistent with The New York Times, have them 

listen to this one: 

https://bookriot.com/2016/04/11/11-podcasts-for-poetry-lovers/


Want a local example of a poetry podcast? Try Wax Poetic 



Begin a spoken word club



● Revisit your methods for assessing creative writing, including 
poetry, and consider how you might adapt those items. 

● A really useful practice I developed was creating rubrics for 
assessment of poetry WITH my students (Griswald, 2006). 
Sometimes, this would be a whole-class endeavour and others, 
individual students would design their own rubrics. You can 
provide a “menu” of items they might choose from to 
incorporate. 

● Try using self, peer, and teacher assessment - assess in as many 
ways as possible. 

HOW CAN WE ASSESS SPOKEN 
WORD POETRY? 



Griswald’s (2006) poetry assessment: 



Try teacher, self, & (optional) peer assessment: 





TRY:
Passion 
blogging/ 
journalling  

Check out this website for ideas:
http://visualprompts.weebly.com/view-all.html

Invite students to 
write creatively, 
personally, and 
combatively on a 
regular basis. 

http://visualprompts.weebly.com/view-all.html


TRY: Engaging with poetry circles 
Have students sit in small groups at poetry 
stations with poems, question 
prompts/writing prompts and a “graffiti” 
table (cover the table with paper they can 
write on and make sure they sign their names 
beside their comments). Every 10-15 
minutes, rotate the groups to new tables. 









A recent edition to the PhoneMe map:
Dr. Carl Leggo’s “Pondering the 
Ponderosa Pine” 



One of our latest 
poets: Clifton 
Joseph

https://medium.com/phon
eme/phoneme-map-d77d
f67b0ef1 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0ZZUUJOcWMM
https://medium.com/phoneme/phoneme-map-d77df67b0ef1
https://medium.com/phoneme/phoneme-map-d77df67b0ef1
https://medium.com/phoneme/phoneme-map-d77df67b0ef1






https://medium.com/phoneme/poem-submission-form-86af359b631b



Finding your Google Street 
View image <iframe>. Use the 
share and embed menu by the 
address. Remember to choose 
the embed link!



Please note: our answering service 
can only take two messages at a 
time. If the call drops, please wait a 
minute and try again. 





Let’s try it! 



My example:



Let’s try it! 



Sharing time: 

Would anyone like to 
share their poetry 
and/or experiences with 
using the prompt? 


