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Poetry and Spoken Word
as a Critical Teaching Tool
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Introduction

Shiv: All | canremember as| sat in Professor Miguel Algarin’sundergraduate class
“Ethnic Poetry inthe United States’ was, “ | should have been exposed to thissooner.
Why wasn' tthispart of my schoolingexperience?’ Inhisclass, weread and scrutinized
spoken word poetry aswell as listened to spoken word artists perform their poetry
for our class. For the first time in my schooling experience, we were reading texts
written by peopleof color and discussing topicsthat | could relateto such asracism,
oppression, poverty, immigrant identity, and anumber of other important issuesthat
a kid from urban Jersey City understood only to well. The spoken word texts
articulated a style that demonstrated how intellectual, aesthetically beautiful and
socially consciousinner-city youth were. Spokenword poetry, performance poetry,
spoke to me and touched my soul like no other type of literacy before. It was like
looking in amirror and seeing my faults, my resiliency, my scars, and my hopes.

Tyson: Grandmother sang to me“Bye-O, Bye-O Baby, Bye-O, Bye-O, Baby.” She
held my head in her lap as| cried, but as she sang, my tears disappeared and | knew
that aslong as| lay there, | was safe, that | would be okay. Asl| reflect on the pains
of growingupblackinamajority whiteandviolently racist city in Eastern Washington
State, this paper is to short to allow for a summary of the hurtful and oppressive
circumstances| endured both within and outside of school. However, for the sake of
succinctness, | can say that my grandmother’ s poetry...although | did not consider
it poetry back then...resonateswithin meas| pressonin academia. Growing up, my
family interacted through song and poetry ... yet noneof uscalledit that. Poetry runs
through my veins, it has been passed on by my people for centuries.

Spokenwordisaform of poetry that utilizesthe strengths of our communities:
oral tradition, call-and-response, home languages, storytelling and resistance.
Spokenword poetry isusually performedfor an audienceand must beheard. Herndon
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& Weiss (2001) state that spoken word expresses a shared language with the
audience and demands that we see our community and ourselvesin anew light. In
addition, spoken word isatype of poetry that bonds the poet with the audience to
an end, whatever that may be. Anglesey (1999) states that spoken word affirms
passionate, even shocking, expression and offers ethical insights for solving the
most severeproblemsplaguing society. Lastly, Sparks& Grochowski (2002),intheir
work withyoungyouth, arguethat spokenword servesasamethod for young people
inreinventinglanguage, defining themsel ves, and mapping their social communities.
Moreover, thisparticular form of poetry providespolitically charged testimoniesof
their own realities and/or experiences through spoken word.

Asaresult of our shared experiences, wefeel itisimportant to study spokenword
because, asanartform, it allowsusto connect with studentslikeoursel vesto broader
critical theoriesand providesan avenuefor self-discovery and expression. Further-
more, spoken word sheds light on how students and adults engage in literacy—
reading, writing, speaking and hearing—outside the classroom, workplace and
home. It helpsstudentsrealizethat they areliterateand areable/do engageincritical
dialogueand action. Thisfactor becomesextremely vital, when so many studentsof
color in urban schools struggle with what has been termed “ academic literacy.”

In building upon the Fisher, Jocson, and Kinloch (2005) conceptualization of
literocracy, or, “theintersection of literacy and democracy,” weexplorethemeshing
of oral, auditory, and written forms of literacy “while emphasizing that language
processes exist in partnership with action” (p. 92). After aproper and safe spaceis
created, youth engagement in spoken word allows them to face oppression while
empowering them to usetheir voicesto inform and to protest against sociopolitical
and historical injustices. Whenthat spaceisprovided, youth arewillingto shareand
enlightentheir elderswiththeir respective concerns, thoughts, and aspirations. This
iscritical for teachers because too many times youth voices get dismissed due to
academic priorities (e.g., tests, standards, homework). Spoken word provides the
teachers and students the opportunity to create meaningful relationshipsthat leads
to academic achievement (Fisher, Jocson, & Kinloch, 2005).

Finally, we areinterested in investigating how spoken word can be utilized asa
critical teaching tool that can be employed to foster critical consciousness, dialogue,
and action. In other words, how students can reflect and articulate their lived
experienceswhileenvisioning new possihilities. In addition, weforward theideathat
thisartformcanbeexploitedtobuildliteracy for economically disadvantaged students
of color. Webelievethat inwriting, reading, and sharing spokenword poetry, students
andteachersareableto” name” theirworldintermsof theirindividual lived experiences
and the histories of their respective communities. Lastly, we contend that the act of
writing and reading spoken word poetry can serveaspraxisfor social transformation.

Inthispaper, wewill providean overview of someof thekey ideasand concepts
of Critical Pedagogy, Critical Race Theory and Critical Literacy studies. Throughan
examination of themajor componentsof Critical Pedagogy, weevidencethelibratory
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potential of spoken word. In offering an overview of Critical Race Theory, we
highlight the practice of counter-storytelling asacentral theme of spokenword. An
analysisof Critical Literacy studiespresent insightsintothereading of theword and
the world and the multiple discourses employed and elicited in spoken word.
Followingthisanalysis, wewill draw uponour work at LA X High School ' wherewe
have employed poetry and spoken word poetry to connect with our students.

Theoretical Frameworks
Critical Pedagogy

Asdemonstrated by McLaren (2003), “ acritical and affirming pedagogy hasto
be constructed around the stories that people tell, the ways in which students and
teachers author meaning, and the possibilities that underlie the experiences that
shape their voices’ (p. 245). From the perspective of critical pedagogues, the
development of student voiceiscentral tothe struggle against oppression and plays
avita rolein the naming of oppressive structuresthat reproduce social inequality.
Critical Pedagogy emphasi zes the need for the oppressed to engage in dialogue so
as to call the repressive ideologies that reinforce and reproduce wealthy, white,
heterosexual and masculinesocia normsinto questionwhilereflectingontheir own
subjectivitiestowards the end of imagining and enacting aworld rife with empow-
ering possibilitiesand freedom (M cLaren, 2003; Giroux, 2001; hooks, 1994; Freire,
1970). Inrelationto compul sory schooling, wecontend that spokenword poetry can
serveasapowerful tool ininitiating thefirst stageof what Freireterms The Pedagogy
of theOppressedinwhichtheoppressed confront their oppressivereality andresolve
to changeit. According to Lorde (1984), “ Poetry coinsthelanguageto expressand
charter thisrevolutionary demand, the implementation of that freedom” (p. 38).

Thenatureof spokenword poetry centersontheillumination of theworldinthe
words of poets whose views are shaped by their respective subjectivities and
interaction with theworld. In addition, through the performance and sharing of the
written word, poets can further incorporate their emotions through energetic
movement to enact their perception of truth and reality. Through call-and-response,
or poet-audience interaction, poets can tap into and draw upon the experiences of
their audience whose response might indicate connection, concurrence, disagree-
ment, reflection or inspiration. Utilizing spoken word poetry, teachersand students
areabletoengageinadiscussionthat drawsfromthelivedrealitiesof al participants
whilefacilitating collectivedia ogueand local/global meaning making. Intheclass-
room, spoken word poetry can serve to illuminate generative themes, or points of
connection and movement between oppressive realities for the oppressed and the
oppressor alike (Freire, 1970). Thesethemescan bebuilt uponthrough dialogueand
plans of action can be drafted in poetic form in order to provide for the expression
of individual perceptions of revolutionary and transformative possibilities. These
perceptions can in turn beincorporated and crafted into a collective action to serve



74 \Weaving Multiple Dialects in the Classroom Discourse

the purpose of teaching, learning and in the words of spoken word/rap artist Geo-
logic*“ rewritingthescript with[our] voiceinsideof thepage”’ (BlueScholars, 2003).
However,inorder tofacilitatesuch possibilitiesitisimperativethat weacknowl edge
our ownindividual affinitiesand prejudicesand how they havebeen shapedinterms
of our lived experiences.

Asnoted by Freire(1970), withinan educational context, teachersmust bewilling
tosacrificetheir power in order to make possi bl ethe surfacing of student knowledge
and voice. Furthermore, thediscourse of Critical Pedagogy must subject itself toits
ownstructural themesin order to enabl ethoseonthemarginsto devel opthethought-
languageof spokenword poetry toberealized (Grande, 2004; hooks, 1998; Ellsworth,
1996). Because teachers possess the power to engage in socially reproductive and
reductiveformsof teaching (andlearning), they must becomeawareof and bewilling
to sacrifice their position of power to the possibilities of those on the margins. In
essence, teachers must be willing to step outside of their traditional and historical
roles and acknowledge that they can learn from their students, thus becoming
teacher-students (Freire, 1970). Furthermore, although critical pedagogues have
engaged in the devel opment of atheoretical model that embraces the devel opment
of alanguagethat delineatesthe experience of the oppressed, much of thediscourse
inCritical Pedagogy hasservedto pre-formulatethemedium of discussion. If weare
to hold true to the tenets of Critical Pedagogy, the development of the language of
theoppressed must comefrom the oppressed and should result fromtheir respective
subjectivities, whether it is centered on race, class, gender or sexuality, or a
combination of these. We must, therefore, engage in the creation of space for both
the spoken and written word, because both possess value and facilitate praxis. As
students and educators, we acknowledge thisand now turn to Critical Race Theory
to further articulate the power of poetry in creating possibilities.

Critical Race Theory

According to Delgado and Stefancic (2001), Critical Race Theory (CRT) isa
theory and movement created by activists and scholars interested in studying and
transforming therelationship between race, racism and power—particularly during
thepost Civil Rightsperiod. Del gado and Stefancic (2001) describeseveral hallmarks
of CRT such asracism, intersectionality and storytelling. There are other elements
of CRT, but for the purpose of this paper, we will focus on the af orementioned.

Tony Medina s(1994) New Yor k City Rundown (Europeanonme) isanexample
of how spoken word embodiesthe facets of CRT. The poem describesthe struggle,
oppression and racism peopleof color endurenot only inNew Y ork City but alsoin
the United States. Medina writes passionately employing aclever pun:

Americal America, Aesthetically/ European on me/ psychol ogically/ Europeanon
me/ mentally/ European onme/ socially/ European onme/ economically/ European
onme/
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First, Medinadescribeshow racismispart of our reality and endemicinour society.
Racism manifestsitself through social normsviasocietal, political, and economic
structures. Therefore, wemust recogni zethat thereisa“ whitestream” 2that privileges
the property of whiteness. In addition, whiteness contains a sense of entitlement,
which does not acknowledge or takes for granted the labor to overcome and
persevere through racism (see Mclntosh, 1988). Moreover, there is a pigment-
hierarchy—the lighter your skin the more access you obtain—and thereisavalue
placed on peopleof color whoresemble“whitestream” features. Medinawritesinthe
poem, “/isyour hair/ straight enough/ are your lips/ thin enough/ isyour skin/ light
enough.” Hence, Medina shedslight to the struggle some people of color confront
with their body image and self-esteem. Therefore, spoken word artists are able to
articulatethe painsand strugglesof overcoming racism and divulgeinformation on
racismis*“endemic” throughout society.

Another key ingredient of CRT isintersectionality, whichmeanstheexamination
of race, sex, class, age, and sexual orientation, and how their combination playsout
invarioussettings(Delgado and Stefancic, 2001). Crenshaw statesthat theintersec-
tional framework addresses multiple systemsof subordination and pertainsparti cu-
larly towomen of color who haveto battlenot only against racism but sexismaswell
(citedinTate, 1997). Thisideaisparticular to spokenwordtextshecauseindiscussing
this genre we cannot ignore how race, class and gender intersect in each written or
performed piece. As aresult, one can say that each poet carries his or her socio-
cultural identity, political history and multiple subjectivities in each text and/or
performance. Medina s poem reflects the experiences he encountered as a young,
Boricuamal ewho grew upinthe South Bronx duringthe 1970sand 1980s, wherehe
witnessed economic, political and socia marginalization. Infact, onecould arguethat
each poemisan autographical work because the spoken word artist exposes his’her
emotionsand revealsalittle of him/herself in each text. Asone poet expressed at a
venue, each poet “gets naked” when they are on stage.

Thelast chief tenant of CRT is“voice.” Oneof thewaysvoicesof the oppressed
are heard is through storytelling and counter-storytelling. Delgado and Stefancic
(2001) state that engaging stories help us understand what lifeislike for others and
invitesthereader intoanunfamiliarworld. Inthiscase, Medinainvitesthereader tothe
chaoticworldof capitalistic, racistand oppressiveNew Y ork City. Spokenwordallows
teachersand studentsto tell their stories about their lived experiencesand invitesthe
outer grouptovisittheirworld. Inanotherimportant el ement, stories, narratives, poems,
etc. are a powerful means for challenging cultural hegemony—jpresuppositions,
received wisdom, shared understanding and common sense. Storiesby peopleof color
can counter thestoriesof theoppressor (Tate, 1997; Del gado, 2000). M edinaemploys
thewordsin the poem to challenge the cultural hegemony of the “whitestream.” As
amatter of fact, Medinaexplicitly revoltsagainst the* European” imageof beauty, value
and culture and provides a space for people of color to be revered.

Such storytelling strongly resonates with critical pedagogy because both
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theories desire to change and challenge the status quo. Spoken word is a form of
storytelling that allows for this process to occur. As poems are heard and read,
students and teachers begin to question the status quo through thought provoking
discussions, critical responseand consciencesdia ogue. AsDyson (1993) pointsout
rapallowstherest of Americato consumeand eavesdrop” asrappersverbalizetheir
perspectiveonarangeof issues, social, cultural, political and economical totell their
stories. The same could be true about spoken word artists. We now turn to Critical
Literacy studiesto demonstrate how literacy is embedded in socia practice and to
discuss how multiple discourses are represented in classrooms.

Critical Literacy

Anthropol ogists and sociolinguists concentrate on literacies as a set of social
practices. Brian Street, aprominent figureinthenew literacy studiesfield, discusses
two models of literacy: “autonomous’ and “ideological.” Street states that the
autonomous model of literacy conceptualizesliteracy intechnical terms, treating it
asindependent of social context. Thismodel focuses on the mechanics of literacy:
reading, writing, and speaking. Street asserts the problem with this model is that
literacy treated asaneutral act that negatesthesocial and political natureof literacy.
However, the ideological model, according to Street, “view literacy practices as
inextricably linked to cultural and power structures in society and recognize the
variety of cultural practicesassociated with reading andwritingindifferent contexts’
(pp. 433-4). Therefore, researchers who take the ideol ogical model of literacy pay
greater attention to the role of literacy practices in reproducing or challenging
structures of power and domination. This contrasts greatly with the autonomous
model which studies literacy-in-itself and isol ates aspects of social life.

Street also discusses how the ideological model challenges dominant discourse
whileredefining“ proper literacy.” Webelieveour work with spokenwordfollowsthe
ideological model. Inour work, we seek to explore how we can alter what constitutes
as being proper literacy. In addition, we seek to demonstrate how spoken word can
challenge dominant discourses and is a site of struggle for power and position.

Inreflecting onwhat Meacham (2001) hastermed “ literacy at the crossroads,” we
canbegintoseehow spokenword poetry canbeemployedtofacilitateadial oguebetween
students, teachers and the multiple literacies that we possess. According to Meacham,
“Thecrossroadsi sthat spacewheredifferencesintersect andcommunicate” (p. 188). We
believe that the spoken word club serves as a*“ crossroad” where students' home and
local literacies merge with schools to create a space where students can manipulate
language and where students are encouraged expressiveformsnot often foundin more
conventional venues such as educationa classrooms,” (Sparks & Grochowski, 2002;
Kinloch, 2005; Fisher; 2005; Jocson, 2005). Wehavefoundthisto betruein our weekly
poetry meetings. Thishas been aspace where students have found they can manipulate
language in amanner that reflectstheir emotions and fedlings.
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We state this thesis because spoken word was developed and till developsin
local communities. It is an art form that combines traditiona notions of literacy—
reading, writing and speaking—with bodily performance. Thestudentswework with
participateinthisformof literacy naturally becauseitisapart of their literacy practices.
Many of our studentskept journalsthat housed their poetry prior tocomingtotheclub.
Othersweremorefamiliar with rap and wroterap rhymesin their notebooks.

JamesGee (1989) describesDiscoursesas“ waysof beingintheworld; they are
forms of life which integrate words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes, and social
identities aswell as gestures, glances, body positions, and clothes’ (p. 526). More
importantly, categories such as race, class, and gender also affect the types of
discoursesweareexposed toand employ. Gee (1996) describesthreedifferent types
of discourses: written, body and oral discourses. To be succinct, written discourse
isany writtentext; body discourseisusing theasperformance, clothes, kinesthetics;
andoral discourseisspokenword, dialects. Fisher’ s(2003) study of African Diaspora
Participatory Literacy Communities (ADPL C) settings. She employed thistermto
describe spoken word venues. Fisher contended in her study that three key literacy
developmentsoccur in ADPL Cs: participatory naturewhereeveryonehasanequally
importantrole, writtenwordisshared orally, wherethe poet providesamessage, and
the audience must have an open mind.

Through spoken word, we concur with Fisher that these three different types
of discourses are clearly represented. Written and oral discourses are perhaps the
most apparent. When studentsrecite their poemsor read their poemsout loud, they
engageinoral discourse. Studentsutilizewritten discourseasthey writetheir poems
in their journals, notebooks, etc. As students perform their poetry, in front of an
audience, they incorporate bodily discourse by using their voice, gestures and/or
propsto accentuate key aspectsinapoem. Weposit that spokenword employsthese
three forms of discourses and can be a valuable tool in facilitating a crossroads
between students' home, local and academic literacies.

Methodology

As graduate students, spoken word has served as a bridge enabling us to
translate the complex theoretical frameworks we study into the everyday lived
experiences we endure both within and outside of the classroom. Spoken word has
enabled usto connect our individual realitieswiththeabstract and philosophical. We
have created and relied upon spoken word to affirm and justify our presence within
a predominantly white, upper class, heterosexual male dominated institution of
higher education. Spoken word poetry continuesto serve asalanguage that allows
usto express our struggles and ourselvesin creative and culturally relevant ways.
Aseducators, weacknowledgetheneedfor such spacesand, inreflecting onour own
educational experiences, we strive to create such spaces for our students. Specifi-
caly,inourwork at LAX High School, werecogni zetheimportanceof preparing our
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students for college, but understand that, in preparing our students for academic
success, it isimperative that we do not silence them in the process. Asaresult, we
have created a space for our students to speak to their cultural knowledge, lived
realitiesand personal struggles. For them, spokenword servesasacommon|anguage
that all of our students engage in, with comfort and ease.

Site

Upon stepping outside of the classroom, onewoul d seeacourtyard, surrounded
by four buildingswhich seem toisolatesthe youth, who, after school are practicing
their dancesteps, talking, laughing and catching up with oneanother after along day
of classes. If your eyeswander acrossthe courtyard, you cannot ignore the smiling
black and brown facesthat seem illuminated and liberated by the end of the school
day, yet they do not go home. They seem to have found a place where they can be
safe, beyoung and simultaneously free. However, it isimportant to notethat during
the day, the energy and demeanor of the studentsis much lessliberated asthey are
hurried to classby armed security guardsand police officers. Those that manageto
escapewander aimlessly in search of pieceof mind, andinhopesof not being caught
and sucked into a classroom or the principa’s office. Wandering through the

courtyard, their thoughtsmight bedistracted by theroar of planesmakingtheir final
descent into the concrete abyss of Los Angeles International Airport.

The PEACE Class

ThePEACE Class(Political Education, Art,and Critical Expression) wasmade
possible by a federal GEAR UP (Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for
Undergraduate Programs) grantin partnershipwith LAX Unified School Districtand
the Graduate School of Education and Information Studies at the University of
California, LosAngeles. Thisclasswasdesignedtodraw fromthecultural capital of
studentswhilereinforcingtheir cultural waysof knowing. Throughkey readingsand
music that speak to therealities of racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism and other
forms of oppression, the PEACE class seeks to engage GEAR UP students in
developing a critical consciousness and commitment to socia justice. Through
reading, writing and, sharing poetry aswell asother formsof critical expression, the
class was devel oped to assist students in reflecting on what they have learned and
how it relates to their own lived experiences both in and outside of schoal.

In addition, students were encouraged to use their knowledge and experience
to educate one another on critical issues of their choice. Thegoal of thiscoursewas
to EMPOWER students to take on the dual role of student and teacher. Over the
course of thesummer and academic year, the coursewasopento all studentsaswell
astheir guests. A total of 10 students attended on aregular basis while at least 10
students attended on a part time basis, as determined by their schedules.
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Method

Inthefollowing pages, wewill incorporate the conversation aswell as student
spoken and written word that surfaced in the PEACE Class. Drawing from these
sourceswe hopeto illuminate how the open and poetic space we have created with
our students has served as a location for the development of student voice,
experience and collective literacy. In incorporating student works, we intend to
demonstrate how—when we open ourselves to the knowledge of students as
teacher-students—wecanfamiliarizeoursel vestotherealities, hopesand dreamsof
the students we serve, while creating possibilities. Throughout our analysis, we
demonstratethat if weoffer our ears, student poetry, story and narrativeembody the
complex theoretical frameworkswehaveoutlined abovewhileexpanding uponthem
and creating hope. In acknowledging, hearing, feeling, seeing and valuing student
voice, we articulate the power of spoken word poetry as a tool that builds upon
students’ home and local literacies.

The Space

Our energy illuminates the dark room, which serves by day, as a science |ab.
Indeed, thisroom servesitspurposeasalab each Thursday after school. Aswerush
torearrangethedesksintoacircletofacilitateface-to-faceinteraction, Devonenters
theroom, softly, quietly, withasmileon her face. Devon embraces us as she speaks
briefly about her week andthechallengesshehasendured“ | might havetoleaveearly
next week because | have an assignment due in my History class.” We frown, but
understand and reply, “Can you stop by for just a minute?’ Devon professes that
she will try her “hardest.” At that moment, our attention shifts to Andre, who
freestylesjust outside of the door with afellow student, histoneismellow andto a
newcomer, his6 ft. framewould be unexpected. As he extends hishand for aquick
handshake, we respond but only half way because his grip is crushing. We laugh
about his handshake and he continues with hislyrical flow. Kyle enters the room,
dressed in hisROTC uniform, shakes our hand, and listensin to Andre’ sfreestyle.
We step outside, itis3:10 and class was supposed to start at 3:00 PM and folksare
dowly trickling in. Weyell out “ Poetry ismy people, my people need poetry” and
afew headsturn in response and walk towards our classroom.

Britney rushesinandinformsusthat shehastogoin 20 minutesfor track practice
and wegive her atough time, but sheprevails... “1 will come next week for thefull
hour and ahalf!” Thecircle of desksiscompleted but we know that wewill haveto
makeitlarger becausethestudentsalwaysseemto bringtheir friends. L ouentersthe
classroom and whispershis dark statementsfor amoment or two and takes his seat.
He has had arough day, but despite his demeanor he always offers his powerful
insight. Finally, we manage to collect everyonein the classroom and slowly folks
begin to take their seats. Slowly Denise, afellow facilitator, gets everyoneto quiet
downandweconduct our routine* checkin.” Inour check- ins, weask all our students
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totell ushow they have been doing since we saw them last. Some day’ s our check-
instakes30 minutesbut itiscritical that we know the mood and emotion that weall
bringtotheclassroom. Aswecheck-in, not all folkshavegood thingsto say, but some
donot, regardless, weareall herefor the purpose of engaging oneanother. Oncethe
circleiscomplete, weannounce our intentionsfor theday, but offer the studentsthe
opportunity todowhat they wishwhether it befree-write, prompt writing or dialogue.
Thisistheir space.

Findings and Discussion
Poetry/Writing

Each quarter during our first class meeting, we pose the question: “Why do we
write?” The responses students shared vary and are quite revealing. Through this
dialogue, we discovered that at least half of the students wrote outside of school by
keepingajournal or notebook for their poetry. Throughtheir poetry, they wereableto
articulate their deepest thoughts, ideas, views and persona struggles. One student,
Andresaid, “| lovepoetry .. . poetry isjust away of expressing your feglings.” Andre
further explained that writing isaway of understanding people and that itisaway to
connect with people who share different cultures and views. Lastly, he stated how
poetry could serveastool in*“schooling” peoplewith ghetto, street talk. Andre opines
how wefeel about spokenword, asitisan avenuewhereyouth can expressthemselves
and isapowerful way for youth to utilize adiscourse they are more familiar with to
connect with and educate their peers, families, communities and teachers.

Joe, astudent whoisnormally quiet and ofteninasolemn mood, states, “1 write
mostly toexpressmyself.” Joeelaboratesinanuntitled poemabout writing, “ Wewrite
toexpressourselves tobefree, tofreeour problemsfromour mind/ toreach people’s
heart/ and lettin’ them know who we are/ Wordsis power/ When we write we find
ourselves.” In his lines, Joe articulates how we feel about writing. Writing and
performing spokenword poetry freesstudents’ soul sof theproblemsthat may weigh
them down. Joe often sharesdeep, personal poemsabout hishomelife, inparticular,
his relationship with his father. Through his poetry heis able to empower himsel f
while sharing hisdaily struggleswith his peers and teachers. The words he usesin
hispoetry demonstrateagency inasituationthat isat timesbleak. Joewroteand read
apoemin class, Dad and Son, about a conversation he hopesto have one day with
his dad, who has been away for nine years.

Son says:

Dad where are you

Dad | missyou

| miss you

| miss the Dad who brought me to
This world

I want him to see me how much
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I’vegrown

If it wasn't for you | wouldn’t be here
Everywhere | was you were always near
| remember the first two faces | saw
When | was born, was you and mom

| am proud of being your son.

Y ou were thefirst who hugged me

Y ou were the one who hugged when | cry
| pray to God to give us a second try.

Y ou took me to the doctor when | wasiill
Y ou were wondering and asking how | feel
Y ou feed me and took me to school

That was really pretty cool

| woke up one morning and you were
gone.

| ask myself if it was something I’ ve
done

| ask mom and everybody where’s dad

| was around the house crying saying

| want my dad...

Dad says:

My son, I'm sorry that | left

Hope you'll understand

I love you still and miss you with all
My heart

Hope | could have been with you since the start
Every night | pray to God to
Protect you wherever you go

| also wish to see you and hug you
And see how you' ve grown.

My beloved son

Y ou will always be the number one

| ask for your forgiveness

I’m sorry for everything

| know it’s been nine years

For those nine years I’ ve been
Loosing my tears

But | pray to God to hope one day
To see you and your brother...

Throughthepoem, weareabl etowitnessthe heartacheand agony of astudent
wanting and yearning to see his father. Joe's poem provides a space for him to
release his desires and express his wishes. As Joe shared his poem with other
students, he cried, demonstrating his vulnerability. Fortunately, other students
showed compassion and were ableto identify with the poem. After thispoem was
read, weall had amoment of silence. Thedeep message of thepoemwasespecially



82 Weaving Multiple Dialects in the Classroom Discourse

hitting to several other students in the room who grew up without their fathers.
Imagineif teachersin hisregular classes are ableto hear this poem. Theseteachers
could beginto connect with Joeinwaysthat deal with hisemotional needsand then
assist himin his academic needs. Joe iswilling to open up, but only, if someoneis
thereto listen.

Inanother poem, Jay, asoft spoken but confident young L atino mal e declared,
“My environment is what makes me speak because it'swhat | livein everyday.”
Through hisresponse, Jay demonstrateshow hisenvironment playsapowerful role
inshaping hisview of theworld. In poetic form Jay writes, “ My voiceispower/ My
voiceisme/ Poetry iswhat doesn't/ Silenceme.” Jay’ s poetic statement articul ates
the power of his voice and how, through spoken word, his world-view can be
articulated. The PEACE classis one of the few spacesin the school where student
voiceisencouraged andiscentered. Here, thelivesof the studentstakehold and are
ameansof communicating differencesand similarities.

Stacy, ayoung andinitially soft-spoken L atinauses poetry to build up her self-
esteem. In apoem titled Myself to Blame, Stacy writes:

Myself to blame—

Isit always my fault for putting
myself down? | mean the love that
| need that | don’t have is making
me feel thisway ...

Isit just meto blame

When | say that my thoughts and feelings
Arelame? Would it befair to claim

That love that | need from my
Surroundings and up above or just have
Inmind that | don’t haveit for a
Reason?Isit | who's got to redlize

That | have to love myself and show

my pride before others can love

me and appreciate me al so.

| feel lovely, but how can | escape
From it while the world spins
And | think that is just myself to blame.

Stacy discusses how she needsto have self-love and self-respect before others
will giveittoher. Thisisanextremely important concept for young teensand people
ingeneral tohavebecausewithout self-lovetherecannot besel f-respect. Inher poem,
shedivulgeshow she*“ puts herself down” but leavesthe reader guessing asto why.
Wecan specul ateit may bedueto peer pressureor wanting to pleaseaboy. Whatever
the reason, Stacy hasfigured out that she has only herself to blame. Thus, if sheis
ableto love herself, then she will be able to rise up. Throughout the course of the
PEACE class, wegradually witnessed Stacy’ s poetry develop along with her voice.
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In addition to her newly developed comfort in reading and sharing her poetry also
seemed to parallel her risein self-esteem.

Andre, aneighteen-year-old Black mal e, haswritten many poemssincecoming
to the PEACE class. However, Andre had written acollection of poems prior to the
formation of theclass. Andre hasexperienced many thingsinalifesoyoungand his
poetry aludesto both his struggles and his personal development. A former gang-
member, at the end of his sophomore year in high school, Andre nearly lost hislife
ashestared downthebarrel of rival gang member’ sgun. Asaresult of thisincident,
Andre and his mother both felt that it would be best for him to move to Minnesota
and stay with hisextended family. Spending hisjunior yearin Minnesota, Andrewas
exposedto and beganwriting poetry, documenting hispreviouslife, histransforma-
tion and hisnew love for writing. Since hisreturnto LAX High School, Andre has
continued writing and he explainswhy in this excerpt from one of hispoems:

My soul burns to write.

And my pen yearns to hold my paper tight.
In reality may be to escape from life

So | think.

My thoughts turn into my pen.
Releasingmy ink.

My pen touching.

Bursting free for my paper

To write on her beautiful lines.

Thereisasenseof urgency inthispoem. Itisasif he needsto release an energy that
isharboringinsideof him. Inanother piece, Poetry, Andrefurther reveal swhat poetry
has meant to him and why he writes (the poem is centered in the manner in which
Andrewroteit):

Words that can express your feeling
Poetry.
Iswords of healing.
Passion.

In every word
And every letter
From A to Z.
Poetry
Can speak.
Speaksall languages
and all types of slang.
It could be sunny—or—
It could berain.

It could be Joy.

Or it could be pain.
Poetry
Can be anything.
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Words that dig deep into your soul
Can tell a story—or—even—
Play aroall.

Poetry is somewhere you could go
And befreeasabird
Passion
In every word
So when | speak you know it's Me.
Deep AKA Poetry.

For Andre, and for many of our students, “poetry iswords of healing.” Poetry isa
way to free your soul and mind in alanguage that speaksto you intimately. Andre
elucidates so beautifully that poetry is spoken and understood in many languages.
Our studentsengagein spokenword becauseit incorporatesastyle of languagethat
istheir own and clearly expresseswho they are or “who they be.” Andrewritesin
his poem, deep sleep:

At first total blindness.
Beingblind.

Cant see with my own eyes.
Having no onein my life...
Frustrated feeling hated
Iminpain| Cant feel my hands to my feet.
| guesslovedon’t loveme...

| used to have a heart

But now Im heartless

And in total darkness.
Where’'s my mommy.

Does my sister love me.

She probably with her friends.
Mommas in the hospital.
Daddy doesn’t come

But im usetoit.

Having so much hate.

And nothing to loose.

M akes me adangerous man...

Thelast lineinthispoemisquite chilling. Itisalinethat many youthin urban areas
canrelateto becausethey experienceeconomic, social and political marginalization.
Through Andre’'s poetry, heis able to express this sense of isolation and thisrage
that consumes him. The poetry he writes calms his rage and allows him to have a
conversation with himself to articulate his struggles. |n another revealing poem, a
mothers story, Andrewrites:

...no more parties
no more fun
she'sababy herself
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and she hasto raise achild.

Now she gotta be grown

If it wasn't for her dad

She'd beall on her own.

Y oung girl becomesawoman

Becomes ayoung lady

Just as beautiful as she was when she was a child.
But she doesn’t redlize...

Andre pays homage to his mother. He realizes the sacrifices she has made without
statingitexplicitly. Hismom’ sstory isthestory of many singlemothersinurbanareas.
In his poem, heilluminates the beauty of her spirit and the strength of her resolveto
raiseachildwiththesupport of her dad. Moreimportantly, thispiecedemonstratesthat
Andreismaking senseand connecting hisownreal ity withthat of hismothers. Andre’ s
father isnot regularly presentin hislifeand in many conversationsand poems, Andre
has expressed how this hasbeen asource of hisown personal struggles. Although his
poetry initially served as an avenue for Andre to grapple with his thoughts and
emoations, he hastransformed his poetry into spoken word for the sake of communi-
cating hisreality with those around him. For Andre, this allows him to connect with
others while reaching out to those who may have similar struggles. When these
connectionsaremade, self-dial oguecan betransformedintogroupdialogue, allowing
those engaged to relate to one another and share their own personal stories.

For educators, thisprovesto bean opportunity to understand the contextinwhich
our studentsarecoming from. Oncewecanfamiliarizeoursel veswiththestrugglesour
students grapple with internally, both in and outside of school, we can connect with
them on amore human, persona level. More importantly, by simply listening to our
students and creating a space where they can begin to articulate their thoughts and
ideasin written and spoken form, we can further assist them in developing alovefor
written and spoken word. We conclude this section by offering thewordsof Michael,
aseventeen year old Black malewho hasserved asaninspirationto both hispeersand
the PEACE Classfacilitators. Thisexcerpt wastaken from adeep analytical response
to theinitial question “Why do you write?’ Michael responds:

I know when | writeit’ sto kindaavoid getting locked in myself...l end up looking
through my eyes and so I’'m isolated in my own body, it’s not really me, I’'m just
looking through alooking glass or looking through awindow or amirror and that
feelingisinteresting, makesmefeel real small, butit makesmefeel real good. ..if you
really think about it you can get so lost in the thought that maybe there’ s maybe
something more than that, that you're not just that body sitting on your bed but
there’smoreinside yourself too, and you feel so isolated and you feel so off and
you feel so separated, but then you can think of it in the same way that everybody
elseisjust that big, just that small.

As demonstrated in this excerpt, Michael writes (poetry) so that can purge
himself of thethoughtsandideasthat arelockedinsideof him. Hewritestokeepfrom
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being locked in himself, to keep from being lost and, to connect with others. When
he states"you' renot just that body sitting on your bed, but there’ smoreinsideyour
self too,” hespeakstothe power of poetry asatool for searching oneself, one’ splace
intheworld, to keep fromlosing one’' s self. Michael continues:

No matter how much spacewe havewe' restill connected to each other causewe' re
all that small sol get lostinmyself andit perplexesmeand it makesmefeel likeoh
my God wheream | cause | don't feel likeI’m where | should be. So | write, and
I losemyself in the paper so | don’t focus so much on myself causewhen | do | get
tofeel claustrophobia, and I’ m not scared of feeling claustrophobia, but when | do
it takes long hoursto remember I'm still aperson and I' m still sitting herein real
lifel don’thavetobelostinmyself and | wonder if it’ smorefuntobelostinyourself
or beinred life.

As demonstrated here, Michael writes because he feels connected and wants to
maintain that connection with others around him. In engaging in writing poetry,
Michael isableto put himself on paper, hewriteshimself into reality and offersup
hispoetry for othersto seewho he his. When Michael states, “1 don’'t haveto belost
inmyself and | wonder if it’ smorefuntobelostinyourself or beinreal life.” Through
his poetry, makeshisreality part of what hetermsas*“real life,” or thelife of others
around him. Through this excerpt, we see that Michael’ s writing represents hope,
possibility and connection between hisinner-self and the world, in action, around
him. Hewritesto bepart of that world. Michael further elaboratesonthispoint ashe
concludes stating:

you can learn so much by realizing how small you are in your own right and you
canlearnsomuchfromtheinteractionwithother people. Sol writetoexpressmysel f
to free myself from myself so | can seewho | am.

In concluding, Michael articulates that he writes but expresses hiswriting through
spokenwordto “freemyself from myself sol can seewho | am.” Through the act of
expressing hispoetry, Michael isableto seewhoheisandwherehefitsintotheworld
around him.

TheTeacher-Student-Preacher-Listener:
Towards an I nteractive-Auditory Discourse

As the reader may recall, we discussed how Gee articulated three types of
discourses: oral, written, and body. We feel afourth type of discourse should be
considered. Specifically, we make the case for an Interactive-Auditory discourse
because, inworking with our studentsinthe PEACE Class, wehave cometorealize
that without i steningwith our ears, mindsand hearts, meaningful and powerful other
formsof discoursecannot takeplace. Atthecenter of Interactive-Auditory discourse
isthe African concept of Nommo (Keyes, 2002). Keyesexplainsthat Nommoisthe
power of theword and how thewordinvokesfeelings, expressionandreactions. Also,
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Keyes discusses nyama, or “the energy of action.” Spoken word movesits audience
at timestotake action on aparticular issue. An exampl e of thishasbeen thenumerous
poems that have been written about 9/11 and the War on Terror. Moreover, spoken
word stresses and “fosters a culture of listening” (Fisher, 2005). When each student
readstheir poetry, other studentsmust listen attentively in order to better comprehend
the message of the poem, and to respond to that poem. Spoken word relies on active
listening similar to apreacher relying on the congregation to provide responseto his/
her sermon. Spoken word demands the active listening of the audience and an
interaction with the spoken word. Spoken word provokes and incites thought.

Interactive-Auditory discourseisan expansion onthenotion of “listening” but
alsoaccountsfor theresulting literatereaction. Itisvery similar to call and response
but is not necessarily prompted nor expressed immediately but can be expressed
overtime repetitively through oral, body or written discourse. One of our students,
JB-Real defines, call-and-response as“when you ask yourself a question and then
comeupwithaanswer forit.” Thisdefinitionarticulateswhat we meanwhenwesay
that a spoken word text may take its affect over time. In asense, spoken word isa
conversation not only among theaudiencebut also of theself. Itistheinternalization
of theword, its piecing together and sense making within the mind and spirit of the
peopl e. Spokenword al soinfluencesthemanner and positioninwhich peoplesituate
themselvesin their world.

Onestriking exampleof Interactive-Auditory discourseiswhen Dianaopened
her poem, The Thermometer, with thefollowing lines:

Sometimes | can feel my temperaturerisin’

From my feet to my thighs from my thighs to my fist
From my fist to my mouth

And wouldn’t cha know it, every word came out...

Studentsintheclassroomweresoflooredthey asked Dianatorepeat theline. A student
asking another student to repeat lineswasnot an uncommon occurrenceinthePEACE
class. Shedid thisthree or four times until the students allowed her to finish the rest
of poem. The students, for obvious reasons, found her lines moving. They felt the
power in her words and it invoked an emotion for them. Diana continues the poem:

Although the feeling u felt from my fist and my lips
Hurt just the same.

You still would have felt that same pain

That made you want to stand still and lie there
Like every part of your body ached

While| took the blame and carried the shame
That felt when | let my temperature get to high
To control the things that | felt in my soul...
Have you ever felt this pain or said somthin’ that
Y ou should not have out loud.

Loud as the sound of 10 cars, in acar crash
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Where everyone was hurt but no one was dead

Have you kept in too much, that it drove you crazy (emphasis added)
Likewords are stuck in abox

| could seeit moving, but it isjust comin’ out.

Every word you spit, that comes out ur mouth either

Makes my temperature rise or lets it stay where its

At. After al, | am the thermometer, ain’'t | suppose

To do that?

Students in the class responded to the imagery Diana created in the poem. When
Diana spoke her line about a car crash, students jeered. As she finished her poem,
students answered the question she posed with a “right on” and an “ohhhhh!”
Diana spoemrepresentsNommo assheevoked apassionfor her fellow studentsand
incited responses through Interactive-Auditory discourse.

In another poem, Reach out, Diana evokes the ideas of nyama. In this poem,
Interactive-Auditory discourse takes placein Diana scall to aid people and givea
hel ping hand tothosewho needitthemost. Asthereader may recall, wediscusshow
thisprocessof Interactive-Auditory discourse can take place over time. Shewrites:

Reach out and touch somebody

With your voice, your heart, your soul,

Reach out to the hand

That needs another.

Reach out and give back to those that have less than
You, and do it with all you have.

Don't do it as a publicity stunt, do it ‘ cause

You really want too

Reach out and pick those who fall

Because you don’t want to see them hurt

Diana urges listeners to be active and help people sincerely, not for “a publicity
stunt.” Thisisacrucia statement in the poem because Diana privileges genuine
sincerity. She calls upon the humanity to help humanity for the sake of humanity.

Conclusion

Educators must learn to become literate in Interactive-Auditory discourse in
order to facilitate critical engagement with their students. Unlessteachers are able
toemploy Interactive-Auditory discourse, they will fail to connect withand acknowl -
edge their students redlities. A failure to acknowledge the realities and lived
experiencesof studentsisafailureto acknowledgethepossibility of connectionand
movement within and outside the multiple discoursesthat comeinto the classroom.
Furthermore, thisfailurerendersthe studentslived experienceand perception of the
worldasillegitimate. Itisimperativethat studentsbegintoenhancetheir Interactive-
Auditory discourse so that they too can learn from the perceptions of their peersas
well asthetoolsthat their peers may employ in making sense of the world.
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WeillustrateviathePEA CE classhow spokenword poetry isaformof literocracy
that connects students’ lives with the classroom and classroom teachers. Through
the use of spoken word, we are better able to understand what issues students are
facing, what subjectivities studentsidentify with and how studentspersevere. If we
are willing to create a space where students are able express and discover their
deepest and most intense feelings, then, perhaps, we as critical educators may find
amore effective means of interacting with their students. If we don't listen to our
students and fail to create a space wherethey can articulate their realities, how can
we expect that they will do the same, both in and outside of the classroom?

Notes

1 We use pseudonyms to describe the school and students.

2 Claude Denis(1997) defines“whitestream” astheideathat while American society is
not “white” in sociodemographicterms, it remains principally and fundamentally structured
on the basis of the Anglo-European, “white” experience.
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