During October 2017, student teacher Mr. Lyke led 7th graders through a
month-long Slam Poetry unit. Students watched spoken word poetry, then
wrote and recited their own poems during weekly Open Mics. The unit
culminated in a cool classroom Poetry Slam on November 2+3.
Some of the deepest, most powerful, and honest poems are displayed around
the school. Many readers have said, “I can’t believe a 7th grader wrote that!”
Visit Kenai Middle School and try to find them all!

Classroom Poetry Slam

Exemplary Poems and Poets
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Poetry

SLAM
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Grade Level:

Brian Lyke
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Content
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Poetry
Writing 7.4 Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and style are
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2% Asian, 1% Black, 11% Two or More Races.
Language 7.3 Use knowledge of language and its conventions when writing, speaking, reading, or
listening. Choose language that expresses ideas precisely and concisely, recognizing
and eliminating wordiness and redundancy.
Transfer Goal(s) - Unpacked Standards
Students will be able to independently use their learning to:
 Analyze an author’s/speaker’s/artist’s theme(s) through examination of figurative language,
sentence structure, and tone
 Understand the power of words and images to transform lives and provide insight into the
experiences of others and understanding of cultures and historical periods.
 Carefully draft, write, edit, and polish one’s own and others’ writing to make it publishable.
 Communicate ideas effectively in discourse and oral presentations to suit various audiences
and purposes.

Poetry

BIG IDEA of the Unit:
Writing can be part of a natural process that starts from within and grows – from exposure to
ideas written in the poems and lyrics of others, to expression of unique and personal thoughts
and feelings.
Rehearsal and Revising are the processes that make a good work into a great work — no
matter the present format or condition of the work
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Enduring Understandings
Students will understand that….
EU1. Poetry can be interpreted in many ways

Essential Questions to be Considered:
EQ1. What is poetry? What is a poem?
EQ2. What literary devices do poets use?

EU2. Poets make deliberate and thoughtful
decisions about style, tone, rhythm, structure and
word choice

EQ3. What makes a poet’s voice intense, unique
and memorable?

EU3. Slam Poets express their thoughts and
experiences while telling a story in poetic form.

EQ4. How do poets express self, identity and
other themes in their work?

EU4. Poetry can achieve a great deal in terms of
feeling, emotion, and description in a concise way.

EQ5. How can I express myself through poetry?
EQ6. What is the process of creating my own
written work?

EU5. Writers know that although their initial ideas
may be good, their work will be vastly improved
by careful revision.

EQ7. How does word choice help readers
experience poetry?

EU6. I need to be both mindful of my audience
with my art, and a mindful audience member of
art.

EQ8. How does performance affect the meaning
of the written word in a poem?

Objectives/Learning Targets:

Assessments Sources of Evidence of Learning

O1. Students will be able to interpret, analyze,
and evaluate poems.

A1. Informal Assessment after we watch a
YouTube Slam Poet: “What did the poet do well?”

O2. Students will clearly present opinions on
poem meanings in a coherent and well-formatted
manner.

A2. Response form for watching YouTube Slam
Poets present their work.

O3. Students will practice free writing and learn
about the creative process.

A3. Rubrics for student original poetry writing
assessment

O4. Students will create original poems.

A4. Informal assessment as students workshop
their poetry.

O5. Students can structure their writing with a
clear beginning, middle, and end.

A5. Informal assessment as students practice their
recitations

O6. Students will include sensory details to
describe in their writing.

A6. Performance assessment for recital at
classroom poetry slam.

O7. Students will include metaphors and similes
in their writing.

A7. Unit reflection form
A8. “Poetry Slam is like a…” Final Fast write

O8. Students will practice revising, editing, and
rewriting with peer and adult support.
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Culminating Performance Task
Students will perform their original writing in a classroom poetry slam! Invite students to read their
slam poetry aloud to the class in an encouraging and enthusiastic environment.
A poetry slam allows students to show off their ability to incorporate the elements of poetry into
their own poems. Through writing and speaking poetry, students develop oral language and
presentation skills. See the assignment description and rubric below:
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Pre-Requisites for the entire unit: What are the prior knowledge and skills students have to have in place before starting this Unit of Study?
1. Vocabulary:
Poetry
rhythm
free verse
lyrics
storytelling
personification
assonance
metaphor
simile
rhyme
2. General familiarity and practice with the Writing Process.

Introduction / Hook
1. Show this YouTube video: Touchscreen by Marshall Davis Jones
2. Ask students: “What did you just see? How would you describe it? What is it called?”
3. Write their responses on a white board and read back their answers.
4. Tell students that during this unit, we will learn how to write and perform poems like Marshall
Jones.
Lesson

Mini-hook

Process

Accomodation Strategies

Materials for Lesson #1:
Youtube Slam Poem Playlist, Projector, A printed Poetry Response Form for each student
Objectives and Essential Questions:
O1. Students will be able to interpret, analyze, and evaluate poems.
O2. Students will clearly present opinions on poem meanings in a coherent and well-formatted manner.
EQ2. What literary devices do poets use?
EQ3. What makes a poet’s voice intense, unique and memorable?
Standards/Content areas covered:
Reading 7.2 Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the
course of the text; provide an objective summary of the text.
Mini-Lesson 1

7 minutes

Respond
to Slam
Poetry

Start each class with
a YouTube video of
a slam poem.

Day 1-8.
Besides introducing the
Poetry Response Form,
this lesson takes about 5
minutes at the
beginning of class and 3
minutes at the end.
Repeat this lesson every
day over two weeks.

Product:
10 completed Poetry
Response Forms
(Assessment 2)

Ask students
What did you like or
noticed about the
video?
(Form. Assessment)
Tell students
We will be watching
a lot of these poems
to learn about the
format and get
inspired.

Process:
1. Introduce the Poetry
Response Form and how to fill it
out. Students will use this
graphic organizer to collect their
thoughts about each poem they
see.
2. Show a YouTube Slam Poem
and show them how to respond
using the form.
3. Show the poem again at the
end of class, giving students a
second chance to respond to
the poem.

Repeat this Mini-Lesson every day for
two weeks.
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This lesson follows the gradual
release of responsibility model:
First, the teacher fills out the form.
Next, the students and the teacher
fill out the form together.
Finally, the students fill out the
form by themselves.
The expectation is that students
will fill out 10 of these responses
over the next two weeks. They can
follow along with the teacher, who
shows 1-2 poems a day. Or they
can do independent research.

Materials for lesson #2:
A blank piece of paper. Pencil or pen. Computer, if the student is ready to type up their lesson. A copy of the
Assignment Description & Rubric for every student.
Objectives and Essential Questions for lesson #2:
O3. Students will practice free writing and learn about the creative process.
O4. Students will create original poems.
EQ4. How do poets express self, identity and other themes in their work?
EQ6. What is the process of creating my own written work?
Content areas covered in lesson (from standards) #2:
Writing 7.4 Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and style are
appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.
Lesson 2

30 minutes.

Write
Your
Own
Poems

Intro Part 1
Introduce the
assignment
description and
rubric.

Day 8-22.
These activities are
linked but don’t happen
on the same day.
“Introduction Part 1 and
2” can happen all during
one class.
“Work Time” can
happen several days a
week. Try to schedule
no longer than 25
minutes of work time, or
students will get
squirrely.

Intro Part 2
Do a quick write to
get students started
on writing poetry.
(Form. Assessment)

--------------------------25 minutes.

Work Time
Conference with
every students on
their poems during
work time.

Students should…
Brainstorm.
Write new drafts.
Product:
Get their poems
2x Final Draft Poems edited by the
with drafts
teacher.
(Assessment 3)
Type up final drafts.

Give a copy of the assignment
description and rubric to each
student. Read it out loud to
them.
Tell Students
We will start with a quick-write.
You will have six minutes to
answer the prompt:

Students can type their quick-write
response if they have a
demonstrated need.

“It Makes Me Mad When…”
After students finish writing,
Tell Students
Your quick-write could be
considered the first draft of their
first poem. You can use it if you
want to, or go in another
direction.
------------------------------------------Process:
Every time you schedule work
time, arrange to conference
with students.
1. Ask student if they need any
editing on their poem
2. Read the poem.
3. Acknowledge one thing that
the poem does well.
4. Identify structural
weaknesses, spelling and
grammar errors, and
opportunities to use sensory
details or metaphor/similes.

6

----------------------------------------------Be understanding and sensitive to
students who request modification
to the location or style of writer’s
conference.
Give notes orally, and also jot down
reminders on their draft.
Check in later with students about
the changes you suggest.

Materials for Lesson #3:
A poem draft. Each student needs a Writer’s Workshop form.
Objectives and Essential Questions for lesson #3:
O5. Students can structure their writing with a clear beginning, middle, and end.
O6. Students will include sensory details to describe in their writing.
O7. Students will include metaphors and similes in their writing.
O8. Students will practice revising, editing, and rewriting with peer and adult support.
EQ6. What is the process of creating my own written work?
Content areas covered in lesson (from standards) #3:
Writing 7.5 With some guidance and support from peers and adults, develop and strengthen writing as
needed by planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new approach, focusing on how well
audience have been addressed.
Lesson 3

Writer’s
Workshop
Once a week.
Students will peer-edit
each other’s work.
Do this activity once a
week.

25 minutes.

Tell Students
This unit is about
spoken word poetry,
which means that
we must read the
words out loud to
see the real effect of
them.

Introduce the Writer’s
Workshop form and
expectations. Read through the
form with them. Show students
how to fill it out.

The students must share each of
their poems at an Open Mics. They
can skip that requirement if they
are prepared for writer’s workshop.

Ask students to find a partner
that they want to help.

You can assign student pairs in the
interest of behavior management.

Activity Directions:
Students should take turns
reading their poems while the
partner writes down feedback
on the form. Then switch roles.

Some students will not have a
poem draft ready to share with a
classmate. They should use this
time to get caught up!

Product:
Writer’s Workshop Form to
staple to final draft of Poems

This space intentionally left blank
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Materials for Lesson #4:
A poem draft, memorized or not. A music stand. Optional voice amplification.
Objectives and Essential Questions for lesson #4:
O8. Students will practice revising, editing, and rewriting with peer and adult support.
EQ5. How can I express myself through poetry?
EQ8. How does performance affect the meaning of the written word in a poem?
Content areas covered in lesson (from standards) #4:
Language 7.3 Use knowledge of language and its conventions when writing, speaking, reading, or listening.
Choose language that expresses ideas precisely and concisely, recognizing and eliminating
wordiness and redundancy.
Lesson 4

Open
Mic
Every Friday.
A chance to share student
poetry every week, and
train students on
expectations and format
for the final Poetry Slam.

20-30 minutes.

A sign-up sheet sits
by the front of the
classroom. Anybody
can sign up to share
their poetry.
Poems do not need
to be memorized.

You will need to introduce a few
procedures to create the right
kind of supportive atmosphere:
1. Audience members will give
no verbal feedback to a poet.
Clapping or snapping is OK.
2. Performers will introduce
their poem with three
statements: Name, Title of
Poem, and whether the poem is
a new work or an old work.





If the poem is new, the
audience should cheer,
“HOT AND FRESH!”
If the poem is old, the
audience should cheer,
“OLD SCHOOL!”

3. After all the poets have
performed, thank them for their
courage to share their work.

Students will be nervous. Recognize
that and forgive students who back
down at the last minute. Challenge
them to try again later.

These cheers are silly, and a great
way to break the ice of an
otherwise nerve-wracking activity.

Consider sharing your own work.
Do it at the end. Role model how to
write and perform poetry.

Materials for lesson #5:
Handout on Practicing Poem with partner and Oral Presentation Rubric.
Each student should have a copy of their final poem to practice with.
Objectives and Essential Questions for lesson #5:
O8. Students will practice revising, editing, and rewriting with peer and adult support.
EQ5. How can I express myself through poetry?
EQ7. How does word choice help readers experience poetry?
Content areas covered in lesson (from standards) #5:
Writing 7.5 With some guidance and support from peers and adults, develop and strengthen writing as
needed by planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new approach, focusing on how well
audience have been addressed.
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Lesson 5

25 minutes.

Rehearsal

Start with a
demonstration:
Ask a student who
has begun
rehearsing if they
would like to
volunteer to recite
what they’ve got.

Day 22-25.
Memorization is a skill. Do
not expect students to
know how. Teach them.

Hold the volunteer’s script while
they read. If they flub a line,
correct the line and ask them to
repeat it back to you.
Tell Students
Start again from the beginning
of the poem. Demonstrate this
for a few minutes, then thank
your volunteer. This is a very
efficient way to memorize
anything.

You may need to partner up with
some students for this activity, for
behavior management or to give
extra support.

Tell students to find a partner
and start practicing.
Materials for lesson #6:
Snacks and hot drinks for students, lights to set the mood, a music stand, optional voice amplification.
Objectives and Essential Questions for lesson #6:
O1. Students will be able to interpret, analyze, and evaluate poems.
EQ1. What is poetry? What is a poem?
EQ8. How does performance affect the meaning of the written word in a poem?
Content areas covered in lesson (from standards) #6:
Language 7.3 Use knowledge of language and its conventions when writing, speaking, reading, or listening.
Choose language that expresses ideas precisely and concisely, recognizing and eliminating
wordiness and redundancy.
Lesson 6

25-45 minutes.

TIME TO

Coffee smells drift
through the school
hallways leading
here.

Day 26 and 27.

Students arrive at
the classroom
transformed:
Christmas lights are
draped and bright
spotlights point
towards a music
stand in the front…

SLAM
This is what we’ve been
preparing for! You don’t
have to make it a twoday event, but we did
because we had too
many students to
perform at once.

Performance Task:
Reciting a
Memorized Poem
(Assessment 6)

Set up in the library or small
auditorium, or create a more
informal setting in the
classroom. Allow students to
have drinks and/or food if
possible. Prior to beginning the
slam remind students of
etiquette rules for being a good
audience. Try to arrange to have
the recitations recorded or
videotaped.
When performances begin, take
note of each student and assign
a grade based on the Oral
Presentation Rubric.
After students finish their
poems, start the unit closure
activities.
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Students will be nervous. Recognize
that and forgive students who back
down at the last minute…
…offer to have them go last. Or to
try again tomorrow. Debrief with
the student later on what went
wrong for them.

If you think it is appropriate, give
the student who earned the highest
score a small prize.

Unit Closure Activity:
Students will complete two reflection activities. They will fill out the Unit Reflection Form (Assessment 7), which
asks them to pick their favorite lesson from the unit and comment on it. They will also comment on what they are
still curious about in poetry.
The second reflection activity is a final writing assignment. Students should attempt to write a poem in six minutes
using the prompt:

“Slam Poetry is like a…”
Thank students for their attention and efforts learning about Slam Poetry. Call attention to their bravery and
growth. Ask students to please help clean up the classroom.

My Unit Reflection:
My students succeeded in their mission to familiarize themselves with the performance art of
Spoken Word poetry. Because of their hard work and guts, they can now appreciate an entire genre of
literature called Poetry. I think that the slam format is perfect for middle school because it tears poetry out
of its stuffy tweed jacket and injects it with mass appeal. Slam Poets borrow heavily from hip hop music and
stage acting to give their performance the secret something they need to win a competition. The very fact
you can win a poetry slam motivates participants to put in the extra practice and revision that they
wouldn’t for a typical language arts assignment.
This unit opens doors to students. Some have grown more interested in theatre and drama. Others
are now curious about hip hop. A few want to read all the poetry they can find. All of them have improved
as writers. My students use more figurative language and rhyme in their weekly journal writing. Some of
them have been even writing love poems to their special someone. It’s inspiring to see how a couple weeks
of study can make people more expressive. It makes me want to share this unit with every class I teach.
Hopefully it has the same effect for you, should you try and teach this. Please notice that many of
the lessons do not take up a full class period, and that you can run these lessons alongside a reading or
grammar program. My host teacher had started the class reading Aleutian Sparrow by Karen Hesse, an
episodic book of poems describing the Aleut internment camps of World War 2. It was very effective to
point to devices and techniques Karen Hesse uses in her written poetry and to draw parallels to what Slam
Poets do on stage. You may find other synergies you can use in your own classroom. Good luck!
-Mr. Lyke
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Attachments A Graphic Organizers, Assessment Descriptions, Rubrics and more!

(A2) Poetry Response Form

11

(A3) Written Poems Description and Rubric Page 1
12

(A3) Written Poems Description and Rubric Page 2
13

(A4) Writer’s Workshop Peer Editing form
14

(A5) Oral Presentation Description and Rubric
15

(A6) Poem Rehearsal and Memorization Activity instructions
16

(A7) Unit Reflection form
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Attachments B Examples of student work
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Final Draft Poem 1

Final Draft Poem 2
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Final Draft Poem 3
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(A8) Final Free-Write Reflection 1

(A8) Final Free-Write Reflection 2
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(A8) Final Free-Write Reflection 3
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