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INTRODUCTION

I often answer questions at the end of my young author workshops and sooner or later children
will ask two questions:

The first is, “Why would anyone want to be a poet?” My answer is to ask students to look
around them. The walls of the world are filled with poetry. When was the last time you received a gift
that was not accompanied by a card with a poem within? Poets have tremendous influence.

Second, children usually ask, “Are you rich?” This question was best answered by a really
sensitive middle school boy who popped up when the question came up at his school. His answer, “Of
course he's rich! He gets paid to do what he loves.”

If the content of this book wanders into what some might consider academics, it will have done
so by accident. I am not an academic poet. I wrote my first poem -- at least the first one which
mattered to me -- when I was in my early thirties. While I have read several books about teaching
poetry, formal training in poetry has escaped me or perhaps I have escaped it.

This book is written for classroom teachers by a person who loves to explore language. This is a
book about techniques which have worked for me in classroom situations. For me, poetry celebrates the
uncommon beauty in common things. I delight in language play.

Within this book, I hope to accomplish six goals:

1. examine the role of poetry within the classroom,

2. provide a variety of activities for developing poems,

3. offer ideas to extend poetry within the classroom,

4. demonstrate collaborative poetry,

5. offer intervention strategies — when your students are stuck — which you can try

with children.

Poetry is a process rather than a series of products. The product is only more important than the
process when the product is truly a result of the process. To teach poetry, teachers need to marinate
students in poetry and not simply delegate assignments. Marinating begins by providing adequate time
to explore and write poetry. Adequate time for me, is virtually every day.

Sensible expectations and respect for the process must be considered in providing adequate time
for writing poetry. Yes, I am capable of completing a poem in one setting, but, writers know that the
first words we write could be anyone’s words and that we must continue to work pieces until we
ultimately abandon them. This process can take weeks or months. In fact, I had a poem published in a
magazine that took me one and one-half years to complete — even though I had abandoned it, I am still
not satisfied. Why then do we expect novice writers to complete a picture-perfect poem in one or two
30-minute periods -- or even as an overnight assignment? Remember, writers do not finish their work,
they abandon it!



Marinating continues, by building word power, by building poetry power and by working toward
desired goals. Students build word power through extensive sharing of language -- including vocabulary
-- with caring others. Here children and teachers construct word lists and mind maps. They also play
with words and search for wonderful words that tickle their ears.

Students build poetry power in listening to poetry being read, by reciting poetry aloud in Writers’
Coffeehouses and in Reader’s Theater groups, through language play with jump rope rhymes, hand
jives, and rewrites of nursery rhymes. They collect favorite poems and search for poems in greeting
cards, on calendar walls and throughout their environments.

It is also important that the teacher understand the difference between assigning and
teaching poetry. Assigning poetry, as I use the term here, indicates a lack of instructional purpose. The
students will spend time with the topic but the outcome is not new learning.

On the other hand, teaching implies purpose and change; the teacher has an aim for the lesson
and hopes that as a result, each child will improve her abilities in some way. Perhaps, the lesson will
expand the child’s mind, or her awareness of some aspect of poetry, add dimension to the child’s writing
or encourage the student to approach the project in a novel way.

Perhaps, what also makes this book unique, is the premise that poems have characters and
settings. One reason students have difficulty with writing poetry is that they are unable to see those
characters and settings. Ideas will be offered to help you work through this concept.

Don't forget to do activities and lessons along with your students. You will see how challenging
the process really can be and you will be in a position to better empathize with your students’ guestions.
When you start writing, and struggle with writing yourself, you will begin noticing strategies you can
share with your students. You will be able to say, “Oh yeah, I've had that problem, too. Let me tell you
what I did to address it.”

Lastly, I often tell people that I know very little about cars. I know how to check the gas, oil,
air, windshield wipers or a new light. Beyond that, I am lost. Many teachers feel that same way about
writing. They know about the obvious: titles and sequence - beginning, middle and end. Beyond that,
they are lost.

I have come to understand that I'll never learn to fix a car from only reading a book. I have to
open the hood, and get my hands dirty. I have also learned that while poetry is messy work, it's a lot
cleaner than oil and grease. Marinate yourself in it.

Best wishes,

Sigmund A. Boloz
Flagstaff, Arizona
November, 1999



