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Hope Jordan

Performance Poetry, Music, Risk and Reward

Standing before Kerry Sangster’s whiteboard in a seventh grade classroom in Belmont, New Hampshire, I surveyed a clump of bored expressions. I was halfway through a performance poetry workshop, and my lesson plan of interactive group writing exercises had, so far, failed to generate much of a response. 

Now we were on to the next exercise, meant to create a “character” poem. On a nearby table, I set out a row of odd hats from my bag, and asked for a student volunteer to model it. A girl came up and chose a sailor hat. I asked the class to name a character based on the hat; someone decided the character’s name was Skippy. Suddenly, as a group, the class decided that everything about Skippy had to begin with the letter S. Energized, laughing, they were completely captivated by their own silliness, and students I had not yet heard from were shouting out words. What followed was about three minutes of spontaneous alliteration, which just erupted from nearly every member of the class. 

What happens when teachers bring performance poetry into the classroom? My findings coalesce into three main themes: a strong connection with music, concern about profanity coupled with a delight in the freedom of self-expression, and the vulnerability and empowerment of both student and teacher as writers and performers.

Context

In the spring of 2008, I taught poetry performance workshops in three schools in New Hampshire. Performance poetry is a term used to describe a fairly broad range of writing and performing – essentially, it’s any poem written or performed for a live audience rather than for print distribution. Some performance poetry incorporates music; some does not. Slam poetry, which is a subset of performance poetry, refers to a narrower genre in which poets compete in local contests that culminate in annual national competitions involving poets from nearly every state in America. In slam poetry, a poem may be no longer than three minutes, and slam poets are not allowed to use music or props. 

Ethnically, New Hampshire is over 95 percent white per the 2006 U.S. Census; the populations of the schools I visited as a teaching artist are probably closer to 98 or 99 percent white. Two were public and one was private. Most of the students in these communities are middle class. The percentage of residents with bachelor’s degrees in their hometowns ranged from 13 to about 50 percent. The students I taught had recently attended a performance by the Mayhem Poets, a troupe of three young, male, talented, ethnically diverse performance poets from the New York City area. 

I also interviewed five teachers; four who teach in New Hampshire, and one graduate student who taught in neighboring Maine. All were teaching or had taught at public middle and high schools. One is a music teacher, the rest are English teachers. One is a man, the rest are women. Although most are young, they range in experience from student teachers to those with two decades of experience. 

About the author

My father was a high school English teacher who, on weekends, played guitar and collected Bob Dylan records; I grew up in a home where music and poetry were always important. I began writing poems almost as soon as I could compose sentences. As a high school student, I enjoyed participating in plays and musicals. I was accepted to a theatre program in NYC, but chose to study journalism at Syracuse University.

In my 20s, I discovered the performance poetry in Boston and went on to compete in poetry slams. At the same time, I was writing and publishing “page” poetry in small literary journals. I also married a rock musician, and in our early 30s my husband and I and some friends formed a short-lived poetry band that performed at local venues, featuring me as the frontwoman.

After attending the National Poetry Slam in Providence, Rhode Island in 2000, I helped produce two poetry performance events as a volunteer for the NH Writers Project. In 2006, I became New Hampshire’s first official SlamMaster and in 2007 coached the inaugural NH Poetry Slam Team at the National Poetry Slam in Austin, Texas.

The Music Connection 

When I set out to create a performance poetry workshop for middle school students, I was faced with some rather limiting parameters. I would have 45 minutes in which to present exercises that would engage up to 45 middle school students at a time in both the writing and performing of poetry. 

It didn’t occur to me to try to fit music into my workshops. However, as I conducted research, interviewed teachers and reflected on my own experiences, I realized how strongly music and poetry are connected. In the classroom, this translates into some useful information; students who play instruments or who are musically inclined seem to have an easier time with performance poetry. Also, teachers presenting any kind of poetry find music an effective way to engage the students in the subject matter, whether those students are musically inclined or not. 

The music/poetry connection is apparent outside the classroom. In an October 2006 article in the New Statesman, UK performance poet and former musician Luke Wright (who is on tour in Australia as I write this) talks about his first time seeing performance poetry. “The poems were more like lyrics, I thought,” he writes, “After that night I abandoned my guitar and my rubbish indie band, and set about becoming a performance poet” (Sissay). 

In his book “Wordplaygrounds: Reading, Writing, & Performing Poetry in the English Classroom,” John S. O’Connor offers several poetry/music exercises. He recommends a Newbery Award-winning book by Paul Fleischman entitled “Joyful Noise” which is a compilation of “choral” poems about insects, meant to be read aloud by several voices. He teaches students how to “score” a poem for reading aloud much like a musician scores a piece of music. He describes classroom collaborations in which he and the music teacher have their respective students partner to compose and perform original spoken word/music pieces. O’Connor writes, “I take advantage of every opportunity to compare poem readings to music” (O’Connor 125).

O’Connor later adds, “the lexicon of poetry is filled with musical terms; rhythm, sound, tone, resonance, meter.” He explains why music is such an entryway to poetry, “Many of my students play instruments and the vast majority listen to several hours of music each day. I want to take advantage of their interest and their expertise” (O’Connor 140). 

As I interviewed teachers, I found that many incorporate music into their poetry teaching. When asked if some students engage more readily in poetry than others, Timberlane Regional High School English teacher and performance poet Matt Gallant says, “Absolutely. I have found that students actively involved in music and theater are much more willing to experiment with voice/style and participate in performance” (Gallant).

Hampton Academy Middle School music teacher Ayanna Morris instructs her seventh graders to write a poem to accompany a piece of music from the Romantic period, and recite the poem with the music. Her eighth graders have a unit dedicated to jazz and poetry that culminates in a student/teacher poetry/jazz celebration.

Morris says of her sixth, seventh, and eighth graders, “When they get to music class with me, they think they are going to hate performance poetry and jazz too. It takes a while, but all that gets turned around. The students really get creative and excited. My band students are more apt to perform willingly than any other student. They are generally more confident with themselves and their performance skills. It takes half the time to get through a poetry lesson with a band class than it does with a general music class” (Morris).

At Belmont Middle School, seventh grade teacher Kerry Sangster has managed to convince the administration to allow her students to bring their iPods to class. Some of them may play musical instruments or belong to the choir, but all have been told to bring their favorite song lyrics to share during their poetry unit. Sangster explains that she wants her students to look at their music and be able to identify such poetic devices as metaphor, simile, and slant rhyme. “I want them to analyze the elements of figurative language,” through their favorite lyrics, she says (Sangster). She wants to show her students how a song works with mood, lyrics, and voice in a movement that brings it all together. To wrap up the unit, she’s assigned her students the creative task of making their own compact disc insert pages. 

 Risk and Reward

Sangster invites her students to bring their music to school, but as I sit in her classroom, I watch her struggle with the dangers of such freedom. She warns her class not to bring in anything “inappropriate” or they will have their iPods confiscated. Some of the students try to quiz her on the types of words not allowed, but she’s smart enough to tell them they already know. 

This illustrates one of the key risks of performance poetry. Far more than with page poetry, performance poetry presents the opportunity to use inappropriate words, paired with the addictive power of audience engagement. Being naughty makes people pay attention. The Mayhem Poets successfully walk that line by incorporating fart jokes into their one-hour performance. The students laugh, applaud, and talk about it days later.

For some, the urge to use a naughty word is irresistible. During one of my workshops at Belmont High School, one boy was immediately dismissed from the “one word poem” exercise because he used the word “pee pee.”

Yet allowing students to treat writing with less reverence can make poetry fun. For example, one of the exercises I used for my middle school performance poetry workshops was based on a “list poem” activity from the book “Outspoken! How to Improve Writing and Speaking Skills Through Poetry Performance,” by Sara Holbrook and Michael Salinger. It’s useful to note that Holbrook and Salinger recommend setting ground rules at the beginning of any poetry performance work, and those ground rules include obeying school rules – i.e., any words that aren’t allowed at school aren’t allowed during a poetry workshop (Holbrook and Salinger, 6).

Holbrook and Salinger suggest beginning the exercise by reading a more traditional “list” poem, such as Walt Whitman’s I Hear America Singing. The nineteenth-century language typically lulls students into boredom. But the students start to perk up ever so slightly when I tell them we’re going to write our own list poem about their morning in their school. I get them to give me examples of things they heard on their way to school, or to class. One of the eighth grade classes at Henniker Community School had “girls gossiping,” “lights buzzing,” “pencils scratching” and “lunch ladies talking.” 

It might feel a little risky – and therefore fun -- to mention girls gossiping, or to mention lunch ladies at all. But every class really comes alive when we make “random” connections between the nouns and the verbs on the list. Then we get what I consider true poetry. With this class, we ended up with “lights gossiping” and “girls buzzing” and “lunch ladies scratching.” With all due respect to the girls and the lunch ladies, this is funny stuff, and the students were excited, engaged, and laughing. It skates on the edge of irreverence. 

Lin Illingworth has 19 years of teaching experience; she currently teaches at Hollis-Brookline High School. When asked about challenges to implementing performance poetry in class, she responds, “I also need to discuss what Spock calls ‘colorful invectives.’ We talk about profanity – when are such words the only ones that fit?  Seldom, and those instances are allowed under the ‘Vegas clause’ (What happens in Vegas ...).  In public performances, I ask students to work around R-rated words, as public space is PG-13” (Illingworth).

Even with such ground rules, it’s hard to control. Wren Hayes paid a high price for a performance poetry profanity. While serving her year-long teaching internship at Noble High School in North Berwick, Maine, Hayes says she lost her student teaching job because of a profanity used in a school-sponsored poetry slam. 

A student at the University of New Hampshire, Hayes had been working on a six-week poetry unit with a small group of high school seniors with what she describes as “serious learning disabilities (IEPs), while others are just 'checked out." Hayes goes on to say, “My students are disconnected, inarticulate, and dismayed at the current state of their education.  With all the competition teachers have- there is a serious need to be progressive in the classroom if you are going to convince your students to turn off their iPods, close their laptops, and flip off the video games.  For the six weeks I worked on poetry with my students- they did that.  Their language became more articulate, their expressions when they came into class became more interested, the way they treated one another became more respectful.  We were sharing parts of ourselves, and it was changing the classroom climate” (Hayes).

She planned for the unit to culminate in a poetry slam, for which she secured permission from her administration. She invited “professional” performance poets from Maine and New Hampshire to perform, along with her students. Apparently, a slam poet from Maine used the “F” word repeatedly during one poem.

Hayes says that “two weeks after the slam, my advisor from UNH called me and said I was not to return to Noble High School because the principal was angry about the poetry slam and some of the language that was used.” As of this writing, Hayes was trying to find a way to complete her education, since her internship was abruptly halted. She characterizes the dismissal as “devastating” to herself and her family (Hayes).

In one of my own workshops, I also experienced the ways in which the fun of irreverence can turn into disrespect.  At Belmont Middle School, the seventh-grade class I mentioned at the beginning of this paper had been slow to engage in my workshop. Their “list” poem had been rather listless, and I didn’t hold out much hope for the next exercise, which was creating a character poem as a group.

After the bout of spontaneous alliteration inspired by the sailor hat, I sent the volunteer hat model back to her seat. I had another student volunteer to come up in front of the class to perform the poem; this time, it was a boy. Following my lesson plan, I tried to engage the class in advising the performer on how to speak, stand, gesture, whether his voice should be high or low, etc. One of the students decided that the Skippy character should speak with a lisp. Delighted that someone in the class had responded creatively, I bought into it hook, line, and sinker, not realizing until too late that it was actually a taunt to the boy who was performing the character poem for us. The other boys in the class wanted to make him talk with a lisp; they doubled up with laughter at his expense. The performer was clearly embarrassed. Fun and irreverence had turned into cruelty before I caught it. And that illustrates one of the dangers of performance poetry.

Putting Yourself Out There 

Performance poetry requires a lot of courage. If you write a poem for the page, you can hide it in your bureau a la Emily Dickinson or share it with thousands by publishing it in a book or on the Internet. Students who read their own work aloud in class can still take refuge in the sanctuary of their seat. If you’re an actor, you muster up the courage to physically present words and actions to an audience, but they’re someone else’s words, someone else’s actions. In performance poetry, the performer creates the words and the performance. This can be daunting to the most confident adults, let alone high school and middle school students.

Hollis-Brookline High teacher Lin Illingworth says that, in classrooms, “There needs to be room for people who don't feel drawn to slam poetry. One of my favorite pieces in the past was ‘Hannah Doesn't Slam,’ in which the poet outlines her penchant for happy-kitten-hippy poems. Of course, the piece defies itself, but it only became that because there was room for her slam to be ... her slam” (Illingworth).

At Timberlane, fourth-year teacher Matt Gallant says resistance to performance is one of his biggest obstacles – and it comes from teachers, parents, students, and guidance counselors. He tries to get all students to participate, but he says, “In the end, each semester so far, the majority remain as scared at the end of class as they are on the first day (Gallant). 

I found that fear in my own workshops. I hadn’t planned to include “one-word” poems in any of my classes, but the students kept requesting it because they had seen the Mayhem Poets do it. To my surprise, every class enjoyed this exercise. In a one-word poem, each person says a single word, one after the other, in an attempt to create a narrative. Because I found this to be the least creative or fun of all the exercises, I initially resisted it. But when I found that one-word poems inspired not only all students but teachers as well to participate, I concluded that it was because this was the least threatening way of doing performance poetry. 

Girls Vs. Boys

The daunting nature of performance poetry might explain why, in the nine workshops I conducted, I constantly had to encourage female students to participate. I never seemed to lack for male student volunteers. On the other hand, the girls would come up to me between classes and talk to me, one-on-one, about poetry – at Belmont, one girl offered me a poem from her notebook while another talked about how much she writes since her father’s death six months ago.  

In my experience as both a “page” and a “stage” poet, I have found that more women write poetry for publication than for performance. I don’t know the exact gender breakdown of teams at the National Poetry Slam, but while all-male teams were common, there was only one team made up of women. At the performance poetry competitions I’ve attended throughout New England, and with the notable exception of New Hampshire, the open mic lists and slam competitions seem to be dominated by men.

I could write an entire paper on the differences in student participation in performance poetry by gender. My main finding here – that this is, indeed, scary stuff – is buttressed by the other two ground rules established by Holbrook and Salinger. In addition to “obey school rules,” they require the class to “listen to the poem,” and to “respect the poet” (Holbrook and Salinger, 6-8). Illingworth adds, “Don't introduce slam until a certain level of humor, intimacy, and respect has been established within the writing community” (Illingworth).

Leading the Way

As a middle-aged white woman, I began to feel a responsibility to show these students that you don’t have to be a young, hip, urban, ethnic dude in order to be a performance poet. I wanted to make them feel empowered, to feel that their voices were important, that all voices are important. After all, the strength of performance poetry comes from letting one’s unique voice be heard.

Even though I wanted to deliver this message, I failed at first to connect the message with myself as a teacher and a performer. Assuming the students could care less about me as a performer, I focused the workshops on them.

When a student asked me to put on one of my goofy hats, I was surprised. But there I was, wearing a lime green pillbox hat with beige flowers and a veil, reciting a poem in a middle school auditorium. When another asked me to improvise a performance of one of our class character poems, I was taken aback – but I did it, and they applauded. When yet another asked me to perform one of my own poems, I was thoroughly taken aback – but I did it, and they applauded. Another student asked if I just had that poem “off the top of my head.” I was able to respond with a short lecture on the importance of memorization that seemed to interest everyone. 

I realized that in order to accomplish the delivery of my message, I have to embody the message. These students aren’t letting me off the hook – they want to see me do what I’m asking them to do. In my fear of boring them with the story of my own journey and my own performance, I utterly overlooked the value of that as a teaching tool. The experience has made me more determined to take my own risks as a performance poet, so that I can be authentic as I try to guide others should they choose their own paths into this art form.  

One of my fellow researchers asked me how the type of risk taking that’s done in performance poetry relates to other types of risk taking. Does taking chances as a performance poet empower a person to take other risks as an artist? 

Exposing middle and high school students to performance poetry is risky. Since performance poetry typically treats language with irreverence, there’s the chance that it will lead to a challenge of classroom authority. (Of course, that’s exactly why students find it fun.) And, since performance poetry requires the performer to be exceedingly vulnerable, there’s the risk of damaging the students’ self-esteem. Still, the potential payoff is huge – adolescents who are excited and inspired by poetry. 

This spring, Ben Mueser, a high school senior at John Stark Regional High School in Weare, New Hampshire, applied for and was awarded a grant from the NH State Council on the Arts to bring the New Hampshire Poetry Slam Team to his school for a poetry event. While planning the project, Mueser sent me an email about attending his first poetry slam. He says, “It was a life-changing event. I cannot describe in words how amazing it was, only that my friend Rob and I went, and were immediately inspired to read and write poetry.”
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