
CREATIVE WRITING FOR STUDENTS:

ARKANSAS WRITERS IN THE SCHOOLS RESOURCE BOOK



NOTES TO THE WITS STAFF

This book was written as a manual for teachers; thus, some of the things that are

explained in detail within will be common knowledge to you. In addition, the

book is geared towards grades 3-8. However, most of the exercises can be

used in high school as well, some with a few adjustments, and some as is.

Finally, the sections of the book -- beginning, intermediate, and advanced -- are

designed for guiding a teacher through a several-week poetry unit, and mayor

may not be helpful guides to you on a WITS trip. None of the exercises are

wholly dependent on any other. In other words, you may choose to only do

"advanced" exercises, or to do "beginning" exercises on the second day, etc...

This book is still a work-in-progress, so any feedback you have on the

effectiveness of the exercises will be appreciated.
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CHAPTER ONE: GETTING STARTED
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WHAT IS POETRY?

Pose this question to your students. If you are teaching elementary students
they will probably start with "something that rhymes!" If you're teaching older
students they will probably groan and roll their eyes. "Boring," they will likely
say. Or perhaps "sappy."

Your response to all of these answers (and probably any other answer you will
run into while introducing poetry) should be the same: "does it have to be?"
Does it have to rhyme? Does it have to be boring? Does it have to be sappy?
The answer, of course, is no; it doesn't have to be any of these things. It also
doesn't have to be ancient, doesn't have to be about love or flowers or
birthdays, doesn't have to use big words.

The most important thing that young students must realize is that poetry can be
anything that paints a picture in the reader's mind. This "picture" can't be just
any picture, though; it must be a picture that includes all the senses, one
complete with not only sight but also with sound, touch, taste, and smell. The
creation of this kind of imagery is the poet's task and pleasure.

In painting these pictures with words, the students express their own unique
perspectives on the things about which they are writing. That unique
perspective is the answer to the original question.

WHAT CAN POETRY BE ABOUT?

Most students, in answer to this question, will say "feelings." Feelings are a fine
thing to write poetry about. But ask the students: can you write a poem about a
cockroach? About your brother's gym socks? The answer is yes. A poem can be
written about virtually anything, as long as it effectively illustrates the writer's
unique perspective.
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THE SIX SENSES

The senses are a writer's most important tool; they are the tool that allows the
writer to paint his or her picture for the reader. Ask the students to list the five
senses, then write them on the board. Ask which of the senses we use most
often. The answer, clearly, is the sense of sight. About 90% of all spoken
description comes using only the sense of sight. If the sense of sight is all
students rely upon when writing poetry, they are limiting themselves. Have the
students close their eyes, then pick up something off their desks. It may be a
book, a pencil, a sheet of paper -- it doesn't matter. Tell them to try to experience
that object in as many ways as possible, so that they could explain it to
someone who could not see. After about a minute, have the students open their
eyes. Ask a few students to describe the thing to the class, without saying what it
is, and see if the rest of the class can identify the object without being told what
it looks like.

Now, ask the students what the sixth sense is. They will probably be confused
by this question, as they have already been taught that there are five senses.
And yet this sixth sense is the most important sense to use when writing poetry.
What do we use, besides senses, when describing something? The answer is
imagination. This is the sixth sense, the one grows from the combination of all
the other senses, and will allow the students' unique perspectives to be felt
through their poems.
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THE "GROUP POEM"

In many of the exercises in this book, if not all, it is often best to start with a
group poem. A group poem should use ideas from all students in the class, and
should be written on the board. Being able to guide students through an
exercise in this way will give you a chance to answer most of the questions and
problems the students will encounter before they begin to write their own
individual poems. The best way to create a group poem is simply to let students
shout out ideas about a given exercise. Obviously, not every student's idea will
be used in the group poem, but it should give them a chance to see, most
importantly, the form of the poem.
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CONCRETE/ABSTRACT

To use their senses to the most effective degree, students of creative writing
must use their ability to be concrete rather than abstract. Too often, students
are encouraged to use abstractions such as "nice," "bad," or "pretty" to describe
a feeling or image. In poetry, such abstractions should be set aside and
replaced with more concrete language.

Following is a typical conversation that will ensue when discussing abstract
terms:

Teacher: What does it mean when I say I've had a nice day?

Student: You had a good day.

Teacher: All right. What does it mean when I say I've had a good day?

Student: You had fun. You did stuff that you liked.

Teacher: What's fun to me?

Student: Stuff you like.

Teacher: What stuff do I like?

Student: Stuff that's fun.

The reason this conversation goes nowhere is that students are conditioned to
speak (and sadly, often to think) in abstractions, to not consider the particulars
of emotions.

Teacher: I had a nice day today. I got up a 5:30, jogged three miles, ate
raw eggs for breakfast, and watched The Weather Channel
for a half hour.

Student: What's so nice about that?

This is the point at which the pitfalls of abstract language become clear to
students. The word "nice" is finally useless, because it means something
different to everyone. It has no clear definition. When students try to define it,
they only end up using other abstractions. In poetry, a writer must paint a picture
of "nice," so that readers will understand what the writer means by the word.

Concrete words make poetry engaging. If Theodore Geisel (Dr. Seuss) had said
that the Grinch Who Stole Christmas was "bad," or "mean," readers of his book
may not have been interested in hearing more. But because he says the Grinch
has "cobwebs in his heart and garlic in his soul," readers read on.
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EXERCISE:

Have students name abstract words, and list them on the
board. A sample list might be:

HAPPY
SAD
AFRAID
PROUD
EXCITED
WORRIED
HOPEFUL
FRUSTRATED
SURPRISED
DISAPPOINTED

Now, instruct the students to each pick one word. Tell them it
is their responsibility to save this word from being abstract,
their challenge to turn it into something concrete. How is this
done? By using the five senses. Here are a couple examples:

LOVE

Caring for each other
Sharing a ball
Wagging a whip tail

Fetching a ball
Chasing me
Black head and floppy ears on my lap

Sad brown eyes when I leave for school.

Matthew Haught
Watson Elementary

MAD

Mad smells like burning tires.
Mad sounds like an earthquake shaking Chicago.
Mad feel like being stung by a million bees.
Mad looks like a burning car.

J.R. Davenport
Clarendon Elementary

This exercise should convey to the students the importance (as well as the
challenge) of being concrete. Hopefully, students will also realize that it is more
fun for the writer and reader to paint pictures with concrete images.
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GENERAL/SPECIFIC

General versus specific has much in common with abstract versus concrete, but
when dealing with generalities we are often referring to groups of nouns and
not adjectives. For example, a general word is car, a specific word is Corvette. A
specific description is "three year old blue corvette with shiny wheels and a
broken horn." Also when dealing with generalities, students must learn that
a description of merely one part of the whole is not enough.

GROUP EXERCISE

Instruct the students to close their eyes and picture a
dog. Tell them to raise their hands when they can see a
clear picture of their dog. When all students have a
clear picture, they may all open their eyes. Pick out one
student and ask him to describe his dog. If all he says is
"a Labrador," push him for more detail. Was it a puppy?
What color was it? Did its ears stick up or hang down?
After the student has completely described his picture,
move to another student and have him do the same
thing. Chances are, the two pictures described will be
completely different. Why? Because each student has
his own imagination -- "dog" is not specific enough to
paint a clear picture in the reader's mind.

A further way to explain this concept is to give the students a specific situation:

Teacher: My sister is arriving today at the airport, but I won't be
able to pick her up. One of you will have to go for me.
You'll be able to pick her out because she has brown
hair.

Student: That's not enough. There might be lots of women with
brown hair.

Teacher: All right. She has brown hair and she'll be wearing a
red sweater.

Student: That still isn't enough.

Teacher: What if I tell you she'll be wearing soccer cleats and a
big orange hat with green polka dots. Is that enough?

Student: That's enough.
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ACTION VERBS

By now, the students should be able to realize the importance of making
adjectives concrete and nouns specific. Another important aspect of the poem is
the action verb. In poetry, students must use action verbs to make their poems
exciting.

GROUP EXERCISE:

Discuss boring verbs like "went" and "go." Ask the
students: "what does someone look like when they're
'wenting'?" Of course, there is no answer. "Went"
creates no picture, so it is usually not an effective word
to use in a poem. Instruct the students to go around the
room coming up with a verb that they can act out to the
rest of the class. It must be something that the class can
see, hear, or feel. Some possibilities might be:

Jump
Sit
Stand
Laugh

It's important to note that, after a few examples, this
exercise may get a little wild, as students realize the
most fun action verbs of all are the ones they can
perpetrate on each other. For instance, "hit," "kick," and
"pinch," will quickly distract the class from the exercise
at hand and should be discouraged. Other "peaceful"
possibilities are:

Whisper
Lift
Hop
Tap
Shrug
Dance
Sing

Action verbs cause excitement, not just in a classroom,
but also in a poem. The students will catch on to this
quickly.
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CLICHES

At one time, every cliche was fresh and clever, but after years of overuse
even the wittiest phrase or comparison becomes boring. When a student uses a
cliche in poetry, he is in essence saying: "I couldn't think up something on my
own, so here's this old thing." This sacrifices the unique perspective that is the
key to a successful poem.

GROUP EXERCISE

Ask students for the most obvious cliches to describe a
certain thing. For instance, what's the first thing that
comes to mind when you say "White as..."? Most
students will probably say " ...snow." Different...? Usually
" ...night and day." Have students shout out alternative
similes. White as vanilla yogurt, different as hawks and
hummingbirds, etc.

Cliches can also be used in the form of ideas, and often such cliches fall into the
dangerous ground of stereotyping. Going by misinformed notions that a certain
group of people (or type of person) is sneaky, or dirty, or mean, or stupid shows
not only a lack of creativity but also a lack of understanding. A seemingly non
threatening illustration of this is the way students often write about aliens. This
is a topic that most young writers are fascinated by, and yet most will fall back
onto the cliches of big-headed, beady-eyed Martians whose sole goal is to take
over the earth. Thus, what could be- an interesting and creative poem falls flat
because no unique perspective is involved.

A good rule for students to go by -- if they've heard it before, they should
probably say something else.
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SIMILE AND METAPHOR

The teaching of simile and metaphor goes hand-in-hand with the teaching of
cliches, since many cliches (including the examples in the group exercise
above) are themselves similes. Used well, similes and metaphors can be a
wonderful tool in creating images in poetry.

A simile is a comparison that uses like or as. "She was like a beautiful swan."
A metaphor does not use like or as. "She was a beautiful swan."

Of the two, the metaphor is stronger; the omission of like or as makes an even
stronger connection between the subject (she) and the image to which it is
compared (swan). However, students are often more comfortable with the
"looser" connection offered in a simile.

EXERCISE: Making the Common Uncommon

In this exercise, encourage the students to create the
most interesting similes or metaphors they can think of
for some very common things they see every day. It will
be helpful to read the examples and do a group poem
on the board, so the students understand the level of
imagination necessary for this poem. Simply pick three
things the students see every day (or often). It is best 10
pick things that have many possibilities. "8001,<" or
"Pencil" don't make for interesting similes. Things in
nature, or very large things (such as "house" or "jungle
gym") work well.

Untitled

A house is like an arrow tip.
Clouds are big puffs of smoke.
A dog is like a desk with a head and a tail and secrets
inside.

Skyler Collins
Prairie Grove Upper Elementary

Untitled

Snow is white dirt falling from the sky.
Leaves are colored pieces of paper cut out like hands.
Cows are big fat bags walking in a field.

Tiffany Pershall
Prairie Grove Upper Elementary
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LINE BREAKS

By this time, students will likely be wondering about line breaks. You
may have noticed that the lines of their poems often go all the way out to the
end of a page, or break for a line only at the end of a sentence. Young students
often have trouble understanding the concept that poetry is told in lines, not in
sentences. This is one way that poetry is different than fiction.

GROUP EXERCISE: A good exercise for introducing line
breaks is this. Ask the students to describe something.
Just point out the window and pick anything, a tree, a
swing set, a car, etc. Come up with a long description in
the form of a sentence and write it on the board, all the
way across, not breaking the line. Ask the students: "Is
this a line of poetry?" The answer is yes. Now, break the
line in half. Erase the second half of the sentence and
re-write it on the board under the first half. Is this
poetry? Yes? Read the sentence aloud. Ask the
students: "How is this different from the longer line?"
Point out how the break gives emphasis to the first and
last words of each line, perhaps even changes the
meaning of the sentence somehow. Now break the
second line in half, repeat the process. Now try writing
the whole sentence over, breaking after every two or
three words. Discuss how these changes alter the
original meaning, and the feeling, of the description.

Example:

I saw an oak tree with flaking bark and a blue bird perched on top.

I saw an oak tree with flaking bark
and a blue bird perched on top

I saw an oak tree with flaking bark
and a blue bird
perched on top.

(notice how this example emphasizes the blue bird, by giving it its
own line)

I saw an oak tree
with flaking bark
and a blue bird perched
on top.

(this variation emphasizes the "on top")
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I saw
an oak tree
with flaking
bark and
a blue
bird perched
on top.

(This variation will make the reader pause on each word, because
the structure is so choppy.)

What the students should understand from this exercise is that the way writers
choose to break their lines can alter the meaning, and certainly the feeling, of a
poem. Often, if a student reads the line aloud, it becomes clear where a pause
should fall. Though encouraging the students to read their work aloud while
writing can cause somewhat of a racket in the classroom, hearing their own
words spoken can be an invaluable tool in many aspects of the poetry.
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PROP POEMS

Using props is an excellent way to get students focused on a topic or image.
Often, having actual concrete objects in front of them will make the writing of the
poems come more easily.

A simple "prop" exercise is to create a "grab bag" of ordinary things, things that
are found around the house, around the classroom, around the playground.
Have each student pick an object from the grab bag and write a poem about it.

A more complicated, but always successful, prop poem is the "dress up poem."
Bring in a box of "dress up" clothes. You may use a variety of hats, shoes,
jewelry, as well as clothing. Have the students "dress up" in whatever they
choose from the box, and then write a poem about the person who would wear
the thing that they are wearing. If you are unable to find enough articles of
clothing, you could assign the students to each bring in one thing, pile all the
articles together, and have everyone choose something other than the thing
they brought.

The possibilities for Prop Poems are endless; if you have the resources and the
time, props can be used in a variety of ways to promote creativity.
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A NOTE ON REVISION

Often in student writing, revision is overlooked. Perhaps we are so thrilled to
see creativity in any form that we are afraid of discouraging students by telling
they have to write their poems again -- and make them better! This is a natural
reaction. However, revision must be taught at some point. It can be as simple as
this: after the students have completed an exercise, instruct them to go back to
their poems and try to find one word that is abstract or general. You may have to
briefly review the lessons concerning concrete versus abstract and specific
versus general. Now, instruct the students to cross out that one word and
replace it with a word that is (or words that are) concrete or specific. In making
this change, the student has just revised his poem. If you begin this process
early in the writing of poetry, students will be increasingly willing later on to do
more major revisions. More importantly, they will also see from the beginning
the degree to which revision can improve their poems.
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CHAPTER TWO: BEGINNING
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IF/WERE POEM

The if/were poem gives students a chance to be silly and inventive at the same
time. To do this exercise you will need a package of index cards, enough so that
the students can receive two cards each. On each index card, write a plural
noun. It can be anything: an animal, a toy, a kitchen utensil, anything. Some
examples:

Giraffes
Stars
Pretzels

Noodles
Earrings
Trucks

Exercise:

Bubble Gum
Snowflakes
Pencils

Basketballs
Cockroaches
Tubas

Pianos
Clocks
Mice

First, do a group poem. Pick out two of the index cards.
Say you choose "giraffes" and "bubble gum." Ask the
students: "What would happen if giraffes were bubble
gum?" This will probably confuse them immediately;
they may think they're being tricked in some way. Tell
them to forget reality, to use their imaginations. What
would happen? Perhaps:

You wouldn't be able to get your mouth closed to chew.
Its head would always be sticking out of your mouth,

looking around.
If you did get your mouth closed, the bubbles you blew

would be yellow with black spots.
People would have giraffes stuck to the bottom of their

shoes after recess.

Notice a few things: the most glaringly obvious effects
will come first. Encourage the students to go beyond the
obvious. The first two or three ideas may come in the
space of a minute or two, but the more the students get
into the poem the more they will have to let their
imaginations really run. Push the students: given
enough time, they will come up with amazing things.
Now, hand out the cards, and instruct the students to
write their own IflWere poems.

One final thing: when using index cards in any exercise,
the students will often want to trade cards. This is fine,
but should be kept to a minimum. If you think a student
truly has too tough a job with the cards he or she has
chosen, you may give them another card. Most of the
time, though, every combination can be done well.
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THROUGH THE EYES OF AN ANIMAL

This is one exercise that does not need to be done as a group poem first. All
students have probably imagined what it would be like to be a certain kind of
animal. This is their chance to tell others about it. They can pick any animal they
wish, but encourage them to pick something exotic -- a dog or cat poem might
be good, but probably not as intriguing as a poem about an iguana or cougar.
Remind the students to focus on the senses: what does the animal see, hear,
smell, taste, feel?

DOLPHIN

Every day I jump through hoops
and dance on my tail.
The children squeal
when I splash them,
applaud when I catch the fish
in mid-air.
The water is cool and bright
and I miss the murky ocean,
miss how it feels to whip my tail
and swim as far as I can go
without running into a wall.

It is often effective to work against a stereotype in an animal poem. Tigers don't
always have to be mean, nor do mice always have to be meek. Though it is not
from the point of view of the animal itself, a fine example of an animal poem that
works against stereotype is Randall Jarrell's "Bats." Instead of relying on the
cliched notion that seems to always connect bats to Vampires, Jarrell focuses
on the beauty of bats, highlighting the nearly human relationship that exists
between a mother bat and its child. Encourage the students to notice the
effective use of action verbs in this poem.

BATS

A bat is born
Naked and blind and pale.
His mother makes a pocket of her tail
And catches him. He clings to her long fur
By his thumbs and toes and teeth.
And then the mother dances through the night
Doubling and looping, soaring, somersaulting -
Her baby hangs on underneath.
All night, in happiness, she hunts and flies.
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(continued)

Her high sharp cries
Like shining needlepoints of sound
Go out into the night and, echoing back,
Tell her what they have touched.
She hears how far it is, how big it is,
Which way its going:
She lives by hearing.
The mother eats the moths and gnats she catches
In full flight; in full flight
The mother drinks the water of the pond
She skims across. Her baby hangs on tight.
Her baby drinks the milk she makes him
In moonlight or starlight, in mid-air.
Their single shadow, printed on the moon
Or fluttering across the stars,
Whirls on all night; at daybreak
The tired mother flaps home to her rafter.
The others are all there.
They hang themselves up by their toes,
They wrap themselves up in their brown wings.
Bunched upside down, they sleep in air.
Their sharp ears, their sharp teeth, their quick sharp faces
Are dull and slow and mild.
All the bright day, as the mother sleeps,
She folds her wings about her sleeping child.

Randall Jarrell
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NAME POEM

The name poem exercise helps young writers to look at physical shapes in new
and different ways. It is a favorite among students because they get to use their
own names as part of their poems, thus making the poems more personal. The
idea for the name poem came from a poem titled "Cardinal Ideograms" by May
Swenson. The title, as well as a few lines in the poem, have words too big for
most younger students, so you may want to pick and choose the lines you read.
Often, just the first three or four numbers will make the concept clear to the
students.

CARDINAL IDEOGRAMS

o A mouth. Can blow or breathe,
be funnel, or Hello.

1 A grass blade or a cut.

2 A question seated. And a proud
bird's neck.

3 Shallow mitten for two-fingered hand.

4 Three-cornered hut
on one stilt. Sometimes built
so the roof gapes.

5 A policeman. Polite
Wearing visored cap.

6 0 unrolling
tape of ambiguous length
of which is written the mystery
of everything curly.

7 A step,
detached from its stair.

8 The universe in diagram:
A cosmic hourglass.
(Note enigmatic shape,
absence of any valve or origin,
how end overlaps beginning.)
Unknotted like a shoelace
and whipped back and forth,
car serve as a model of time.
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(continued)
9 Lorgnette for the right eye.

In England or if you are Alice
the stem is on the left.

1 0 A grass blade or a cut
companioned by a mouth.
Open? Open. Shut? Shut.

May Swenson

For further clarification, you may want to use a student's example:

WHAT MY NAME IS

S: one piece of spaghetti
T: a broken propeller
E: A child's swing
V: an upside-down hand grip
E: half a ladder
N: a bent up boot

Steven Wathrins
Clarendon Elementary

When you have finished reading, pick out one of the numbers or letters whose
description you especially like. Write that number or letter on the board. Ask
students if they can see how the letter looks like what the writer describes it as.
Now instruct students to write their own name poems. They can come up with
one or two descriptions for each letter. Encourage them to look at the letter as a
shape, not as a letter. Let them turn it around on its side, or upside down. If they
are having trouble finding a description for the capital letter, they may change
the letter to lower-case.
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PORTRAIT POEM

A portrait poem is exactly what it sounds like, a portrait of someone the student
knows. It is best to encourage the students to do a member of their family; if they
do a friend, the results will probably be too silly. Ideally, this poem should have
eight lines. The first line should introduce the person and set the scene. The
following five lines use one sense per line. The seventh line will show an action,
and should include a simile. The eighth line should try to tell what the person is
thinking. Following are two examples of successful portrait poems:

UNTITLED

My uncle is Bored
He feels trapped
He smells ink from the pen
He hears people chattering outside the office
He tastes the cold leftover meat from last night
He sees papers due today
He raises his pen like a weary soldier ready for battle
He is thinking about the weekend and getting away.

Daniel Kitchens
Umpire Middle School

HERO

My grandfather is fighting a fire.
He feels extremely hot.
He smells smoke that seeps through the helmet.
He hears the fire scalding the building.
He tastes his sweat as it runs off his lip.
He sees a child.
He protects the child like a mother Kangaroo.
He's thinking about the sun, the grass, and the things that he will
allow that child to see again.

Jeffrey Hicks
Umpire Middle School

It's vital to go a group poem with this exercise, so that the students will
understand the format; when done as a group poem, it essentially becomes a fill
in the blank exercise. For the group poem, it's best to think of a general person
to describe. A policeman, an athlete, a doctor ... Any of these will work, and will
help the students understand the format so that they can write their own.
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RECIPE POEMS

A recipe poem will continue to focus on the importance of concrete and specific
language. A group poem is advised here; it will help the students understand
the format as well as the idea. "Fun" is a good word to use for the group poem.
Ask the students: "If you had to make a recipe for fun, what would it be?" If they
don't understand, ask: "Would it include six hours of school?" "Three pages of
homework?" "Four chores?" Of course not. They will know this because the
have most likely understood the lessons of concrete versus abstract and
general versus specific. Following is an example of a common recipe poem:

RECIPE FOR FUN

Take one Saturday
add three friends
and a big blue lake.
Fifteen pieces of fried chicken,
two pounds of mashed potatoes.
Fifty worms to catch
1000 fish.

Bake until sunset.

Have students come up with other abstract words that could be written as
recipes. Some possibilities are:

Love
Fear
Anger
Pride
Surprise
Success

Students may also try to create recipes for people:

Mother
Father
Grandmother
Grandfather
Doctor
Teacher
Football Player

If the students read these poems aloud, it could be interesting to have them
read their works as riddles. Instruct them to leave the title out and simply read
the recipe. Then let the other students try to guess what the recipe is for.
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ACROSTICS

Acrostics are a fun and easy way for students to use specific language to
describe a word. They are also a helpful exercise in dealing with line breaks. In
an acrostic, the letter at the beginning of each line of poetry is a letter in the
word the poet has chosen to write about. Here's an example, an acrostic about
SNOW.

Sleepy animals
Nestle in their beds
On mountains and in valleys.
Winter is coming.

If they choose, students can use just one or two words per line.

Stillness of
November.
Owls have
White wings.

An acrostic can be written using any type of word, although often students
choose someone close to them (either as a common or proper noun -- "brother"
or "Thomas") to begin with. Animals and hobbies are also fine topics for acrostic
poems.
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PICTURE POEM

The picture poem is a excellent break for students weary of writing, especially
young students, some of who may rather draw than write. The simplest way to
write a picture poem is for the students to write poems describing a certain
object or animal. You may assign them all the same thing, or let them pick their
own. When the poems are finished, have the students draw pictures of their
object or animal around the poems themselves. It can work the other way too; if
the students choose to start with a picture, they may then write the poems about
the pictures inside their drawings.

WRITING TO MUSIC

Although the exercises in this book allow students to "do their own thing" to
some extent, writing to music will give them an opportunity to write with no (or
few) boundaries. Encourage them to write whatever they wish, but to attempt to
write something that they feel "fits" the music. Classical music will inspire
different images and ideas than will Rock and Roll. It's also helpful to bring in
types of music the students have probably never heard before, perhaps music
from other countries. They needn't write "about" the music; they simply may wish
to write "to" it.

25



CHAPTER THREE: INTERMEDIATE
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PERSONIFICATION POEM

Personification (giving human qualities to non-human objects) is a poetic
device the most students, no matter how young, catch on to immediately and
are able to use successfully. Anything non-human can be personified; often one
of the simplest things for students to personify is the landscape around them. To
illustrate this kind of personification, read the following poem and then have
students point out the images that use personification.

ARKANSAS NIGHT

In the Arkansas night
stars shimmer like eat's eyes.
Cows settle in the quiet fields
near silent sleeping tractors.
On porches, rocking chairs sigh
and swings sway a lullaby.
The house slumbers as a clock
pushes the dark away.
In the creek
a leaf tries to find the shore, and
a frog dances from stone to slippery stone.
A barn owl winks as clouds
swallow the moon.

Almost every line in the above poem uses personification; by making the
landscape and the things in it "come alive," the descriptions become richer. This
is concrete language taken a step further.

Now have the students write their own personification poems. Often, the name
of the students' state or town, followed by a time of day, is the only prompt
needed for the young writers to create lasting images of the places they live.

Some possibilities of times of day to describe are:

Dawn
Morning
Day Break
Noon
Afternoon
Dusk
Evening
Nightfall
Night
Midnight
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SYNESTHESIA POEM

Synesthesia is a big word for a very simple idea. In a synesthesia poem, the
students will use a certain sense to describe something that is usually
described by using another sense. For instance, what sense do we usually use
to describe thunder? Sound, of course. But what would thunder fee/like? Or
smell like? A poem of this kind requires an immense amount of imagination and
may stump students at first. It will probably be necessary to do a group poem.
Thunder is a good word to start with. If students are having trouble, give them
either/or choices. Would thunder be hot or cold? Probably hot. Now -- hot like
what? Like a baked potato, or like salsa? Would thunder be crunchy or chewy?
Sweet or sour? After the group poem, list several possibilities on the board for
students to choose from. Some might be:

What would snow sound like?
What would laughter look like?
What would thunder smell like?
What would smoke feel like?
What would a shadow taste like?

The students may use any variation of sense that they wish, as long as it is not
the sense with which they would usually experience that certain thing.

MUSIC

Music smells like something cooked long over hot coals-
the smell floats to you wherever you are.
Music smells like your birthday cake in the oven,
sweet and inviting; you hope it will be done soon.
Music smells like coffee in the morning
and hot chocolate on a cold day.
Sometimes it smells as sour as old milk,
so you change the station.
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THE DOOR TO...

Instruct the students to close their eyes. Tell them they are walking down a
hallway. The hallway is full of doors, but all of the doors are closed. When they
reach a door, tell them to stop. This is the door to winter. Tell them to slowly
open the door and see what is inside. Instructing them to keep their eyes
closed, call on a couple of the students and ask them to describe in detail what
they see. After getting a few different descriptions, have the students close their
doors (but not open their eyes) and continue down the imagined hallway. At the
end of the hallway is the door to summer. Tell them to open the door, take a
good look around, and then open their eyes and begin a poem titled THE
DOOR TO SUMMER, which describes what they experienced when they
opened that door. As always, as many of the senses as possible should be
used in this poem. Notice how the author of the following poem calls upon all
the senses do describe the scene she is imagining.

THE DOOR TO SUMMER

As I open the door to summer,
I can see tiny mockingbirds flying about
the cool breeze, and I can smell little cherry blossoms
blooming, and I can hear the waterfall flowing
smoothly through the woods, and I can taste all the fruits
that are ripe, and as I walk I can feel the wind
blowing in my face.

Routh Evelyn Maria Standridge
Dover Primary School

The poem can be written as "the door" to any season. It is best, however, to pick
a season other than the one that it actually is when the students do this
exercise.
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HOW TO KNOW FOR SURE...

The How to Know for Sure poem is an especially popular and successful
exercise, because it allows students to write about the things they are most
familiar with in their lives.

The best way to introduce this exercise is to write a group poem titled: How To
Know For Sure You're In Unn_n (name of your town).

Give the students the following scenario: a friend is driving cross country to visit
you, but all the signs along the highways have mysteriously disappeared. How
will the friend know for sure when he or she has reached your town? What are
the sights, sounds, smells, etc. that you can describe to the friend so he or she
will know when to stop?

At first, students will give answers that are too general. They may say: "There
are lots of cows," or "you'll hear kids shouting on the playground." However,
these things do not differentiate their town from thousands of others. Encourage
them to be more specific.

HOW TO KNOW FOR SURE YOU'RE IN WARREN, ARKANSAS

The water tower, and the smell
from Bagit's pigpen. "Tomato town,"
pigeons and burned out lights on the courthouse roof.
Teenagers drive like maniacs past the pine trees.
The wood mill smells like pine and smoke U

the whistle blows there every morning.

Ms. Johnson's fourth period class poem
Westside Elementary

Once the class poem has been written, and the students understand how
important it is to be specific in this poem, they should write one of their own.
Have index cards ready. On one side should be written "How to know for
sure..."; on the other side should be the topic of them poem. Some examples for
topics are:

HOW TO KNOW FOR SURE:

You're at my school
You're at my house
You're in my grandmother's kitchen
You're in my father's truck
You're at the ballpark
You're in my sister's room
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Although places work well, the subjects of the poems should not necessarily be
limited to identifying a location. The great thing about this poem is that possible
topics are nearly limitless. Some successful ones that are not about places are:

How To Know For Sure:

The weather is going to turn bad
It's time to go to bed
There are ghosts in your attic
You're dreaming
You Watch Too much television
You're about to get in trouble
You didn't do your homework
Your dog is mad at you

The list could go on and on. As always, the more imaginative and specific the
topics given, the better the poems will be.

HOW TO KNOW FOR SURE YOUR RETAINER IS IN THE TRASH

It's the cold chill of realization that washes over you
when your tongue hits the roof of your mouth
and nothing's there. It's the dread of your orthodontist's
probing look. It's knowing the napkin you so carefully
wrapped it in is at the bottom of the can,
buffeted by paper bags and milk cartons.
It's the cold scream of despair that runs through you
when your groping, frantic hand finds nothing.
It's the dragging of your feet back to class,
going over an array of stories to tell your mother
when you get off the bus.

Lumma/ee Carroll
Parkers Chapel School
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SHAPE POEM

This poem is more complicated than the picture poem in the beginning section.
In this exercise, the students will attempt to write a poem that actually looks like
what they are writing about. This can be done with line breaks, with white space
between words, with creative punctuation, or (often) with all three. The following
picture poem was originally done as a synesthesia exercise:

WHAT WOULD A TORNADO TASTE LIKE?

A tornado may taste like bark or
wood from trees pulled from the ground,
or dingy from the dirt and mud. A tornado

may taste sweet from the corn picked
up, or like the meat of animals

caught up in it. A tornado
may taste like wool from sheep

or lambs, or wood, brick and
shingles from buildings
torn down. A tornado
may taste like plastic

metal from chairs
of a schoolhouse.

A tornado may
taste like
sorrow of
people
far &
near.

Karri Miller
Greenbriar Elementary

Obviously, the simpler the shape the easier the poem. A more difficult
assignment would be to have the students write in the shape of a person, or an
animal. Whatever shape they choose, remind students to keep in mind the rules
of description and concrete imagery while working on this poem. It is easy for
them to get carried away with their picture and forget to use the tools they have
learned this far. To make this poem truly successful, both the words and the
picture must be effective.
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THE INSIDE POEM

The inside poem calls for the students to make a shift in perspective. You will
need index cards (one per student) for this exercise. On each card, write a
noun. The catch -- it must be a noun that the students could be inside (assuming
they were small enough). Some suggestions are:

Watch
Soap Bubble
Music Box

Piano
Ice Cube
Popsicle

Cloud
Camera
Flashlight

Shoe
Candle
Star

Hand out one index card to each student, then ask the students: "What would it
be like to be inside the object written on the card?" Go through the senses: what
would they see, hear, touch, taste, smell?

INSIDE A CACTUS

Inside, the moist pulp surrounds my body.
I can sense the presence of
tourists who have never seen me
and taste the blood on the fingers which have touched me.
The sunlight beats on my arms as
they bend towards the sky.
And the voice of the winds echo throughout
my stems and veins of life.

Larry McCain
West Memphis High School

Sometimes students get confused and think they are supposed to actually be
the object, instead of describing what it would be like inside it. Make sure they
understand the difference before starting the poem. A group poem would be
helpful in making this distinction.
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BUILD-a-TITLE

Ask the students to name five adjectives (or you can say "describing words").
Encourage them to come up with interesting ones. "Pretty" or "good" or "dumb"
are less interesting than, for instance, "sleepy" or "nervous" or "broken." Write
the five adjectives in a column on the board. Now ask the students to come up
with five nouns. Again, the more interesting the better. "Ape" is better than
"book;" "flying saucer" better than "hat." Write the nouns on the board in a
column beside the adjectives. You should now have two lists on the board.
Perhaps they will be something like this:

Sleepy
Nervous
Blind
Broken
Spotted

Ape
Flying Saucer
Football
Reindeer
Trans Am

Now it's the students' turn. Tell them they must take one word from the first list,
one word from the second list, and combine them. This will be the title of their
poem, and the poem must be about the title they have created. For instance:

THE SLEEPY REINDEER

On Christmas Eve, only seven reindeer lined up
to pull Santa's sleigh. Santa got angry, stomped around
from stall to stall, shouting so loud the baby reindeer
covered their eyes with their rough hooves.
In the last stall Santa found what he was looking for.
There was Dasher, on his side,
fast asleep, his reindeer snores blowing hay
all around him.

Obviously, this exercise does not often lead to terribly serious poems. Remind
the students that, even when writing silly poems, they must be specific and use
as many of their senses as possible. All the rules that they have learned this far
apply, no matter what kind of poem they are writing. As always, a group poem
may be helpful in starting the students off on the right track.
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SOUND POEM

Poems are meant to be read aloud. This is why sound is such an important
aspect of all poetry. Playing with sounds can not only be one of the most
enjoyable things students of poetry do, but will also be an invaluable tool in
teaching the effect of well chosen words, and the power of language.

In the sound poem, students will write poems made up of words with similar
sounds. They may use either assonance (like vowel sounds), consonance
(like consonant sounds), alliteration (a group of words that begin with the
same consonant sound), or any combination of the three. The students may
write on any topic they wish; however, you may want to assign a topic in order to
give them some parameters. The following selected stanzas from a poem by
Mary Ann Hoberman will give students a fine idea of the effect they are going
for:

COMBINATIONS

A flea flew by a bee. The bee
To flee the flea flew by a fly.
The fly flew high to flee the bee
Who flew to flee the flea who flew
To flee the fly who know flew by.

The bee flew by the fly. The fly
to flea the bee flew by the flea.
The flea flew high to flee the fly
Who flew to flee the bee who flew
To flee the flea who now flew by.

The fly flew by the flea. The flea
To flee the fly flew by the bee.
The bee flew high to flee the flea
Who flew to flee the fly who flew
To flee the bee who now flew by...

Mary Ann Hoberman

The first instinct the students may have in this poem is simply to rhyme at the
close of each line. Although this type of rhyming is fine, it will not produce the
effect that if desired in the sound poem. If assonance, consonance, and
alliteration are used, rhyming will not be necessary to write a successful sound
poem. If the students want to use rhymes, that's fine, especially if the rhymes are
used within the lines (assonance), and not simply at the end of them. Just
encourage the students to use the other techniques as well.
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NURSERY RHYMES WITH A TWIST

In this exercise, students will take common nursery rhymes and make them their
own by changing either one or several elements of the original poems.
Although these twisted nursery rhymes often turn out to be lighthearted,
students almost always have something clever to add to the poems they choose
to mimic. This poem also offers students the chance to rhyme. Of course, their
poems do not have to rhyme, but most students will stick to the original format of
the nursery rhyme, changing just a few key words or ideas.

LITTLE MISS MUFFET

Little Miss Muffet sat on her tuffet
eating her chicken stew.
Along came a spider, he crawled up beside her,
and ended up squished on her shoe.

MARY HAD A LITTLE LAMB

Mary had a little lamb
whose fleece was white as snow.
Everywhere that Mary went
her lamb was sure to go.

She took the lamb to school one day.
The teacher screamed and yelled.
Mary and her little lamb
have now both been expelled.

Some other possible nursery rhymes to "twist" are:

Humpty Dumpty
Little Jack Horner
Old Mother Hubbard
Jack Be Nimble
Peter Peter Pumpkin Eater
Little Bo-Peep
Three Blind Mice
Baa Baa Black Sheep
Hey Diddle Diddle
Hickory Dickory Dock
Jack and Jill
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CHAPTER FOUR: ADVANCED
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DRAMATIC MONOLOGUES

Dramatic Monologues have the potential for being some of the most
engaging and powerful poems students will write. They call for all the skills the
students have learned up to this point. There are numerous variations involving
the concept of the dramatic monologue. Following are four of the variations that
will work best.

Famous Person's Monologue

In this exercise, you need to put the name of a famous person, animal, or
character on each index card. Here are some suggestions:

President Clinton
George Washington
Lassie
Superman
Bugs Bunny
Frankenstein
Michael Jordon
Cookie Monster
King Kong
Simba (from The Lion King)
Tom Cruise
Barney the Dinosaur

If you are working with younger students, you may have trouble coming up with
enough "subjects" that will be recognizable to the students. If this is the case,
you may have several students do the same subject. Obviously, the subjects
you choose will depend on the ages of your students. Junior High students will
probably not be interested in writing a "Barney" poem, but they may know more
public figures than elementary students.

Instruct the students to imagine they are the subject on their card. They may
write about anything, as long as the poem is in the voice of their subject. This
may be a difficult concept for students, especially younger students, to grasp.
Keep reminding them to think in terms of "I" rather than "he" or "she." It might be
helpful to have them title their poems: "I am ------- (name of subject)." If they have
trouble finding a focus in the poem, suggest they write about what a typical day
might be like for their subject.
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General Person

In this dramatic monologue, it is not necessary for the students to know any
famous people, but imagination is vital. Think of different professions. Now, put
an adjective in front of that profession to give the students something to focus on
in their poems. For instance:

The Retiring Baseball Player
The Sleepy Police Officer
The Lazy Movie Star
The Angry Math Teacher
The Frightened Fire Fighter
The Surprised Race Car Driver
The Proud Doctor
The Out-of-Tune Singer
The Injured Dancer
The Bored Mailman

Ask students to imagine why the person is the adjective that they are, and how it
might affect their day. Again, make certain the students understand the poem
must be in the subject's point of view.

THE HOBO SPEAKS

I watch the world pass me by.
No one watches me.
Beneath the piled up
stink and filth is a man.
Beneath all the dust and
worn out clothes is a heart.
Life seems to drag on,
dragging me behind it.
Searching in trash cans for food
becomes an adventure.
I notice everything,
but nobody notices me.

Samantha Hoover
Southside High School
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Object

This poem is similar to the "Inside Poem" but this time the students get to be the
object on the card. It should not be difficult to come up with topics for this poem;
any noun will do. As always, though, the more interesting and specific the noun
is the better the poem will be that comes from it.

In some aspects, this poem is more difficult than a dramatic monologue that is
about a person or animal, because the students must be able to imagine that an
object could have feelings. This technique, as stated earlier, is
personification. Strangely, the older students get the less likely they are to
easily accept the premise of this poem. Younger students, with more willing
imaginations, should have no problem ascribing emotions to inanimate objects.

As before, if students are having trouble suggest they imagine what a day in the
life of this object might be like. Some possible objects for this poem are:

Fire Engine
Basketball
Piano
Gum
Television
Ferris Wheel
Bicycle
Saxophone
Cookie Jar
Textbook
Baseball Bat
Cotton Candy
Pipe
Roller Coaster

Family Member or Friend

This dramatic monologue is much like the "Portrait Poem," but, again, calls for
the students to write in a point of view other than their own. The dramatic
monologue of a family member or friend can often be the most successful
dramatic monologue students write. The "day in the life" prompt will help this
poem, as will encouraging the students to focus on senses, as in the "Portrait
Poem."
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HEADLINE POEMS

The headline poem works especially well for older students, but can work with
younger students as well if the headlines you choose are simple enough. The
best place to find intriguing headlines are in supermarket tabloids. The ones
which focus on celebrities are not as good; better to find ones that deal with the
extraordinary events in common peoples' lives. Some examples:

Woman Captured by UFO!
Bigfoot Raids Grocery Store in Alaska!
My Best Friend is an Alien!
Boy born with Super Powers!
Michael Jordan was my Gym Teacher!

You can also use headlines from your local paper, although these may not be
quite as interesting or appealing to students.

Cut out as many headlines as you need for all the students to have one. Hand
out a headline to each student. This will be the title of their poem. They can
make the poems anything they wish, as long as the poems fit the titles. You may
suggest ways to make an interesting poem. For instance, why not tell "Bigfoot
Raids Grocery Store in Alaska!" from Bigfoot's point of view? The student may
take any angle they wish. Often these poems will be silly, but they can be very
effective, as in the following example.

MAN WALKS 100 MILES ON HIS HANDS

Legs straight, feet pointed
One step at a time.
Arms straining, sweat forming,
burning his eyes.
Looking ahead and down again.
Careful! Don't bend your waist!
Back straight, cramps forming,
pain spreading through every muscle.
Blisters rising, blisters popping,
blood showing through dirty brown bandage.
Slowly relax one muscle at a time.
Cramps and pain decreasing,
actually going to last.
Rome is ahead, the smell of
spring grass and sweet grapes
replacing the dust and mud
of the road.
Sore hands, painful arms,
pressure forming in his head.
Not now! he screams.
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(continued)

His mouth closed, no one hears.
The pain grows stronger,
copper taste in his mouth.
Something sticky, dripping from his ears.
Throbbing, pounding pain,
blood pooled and piled too long.
His nose now flows,
his heart is straining.
Collapsing, lying in the grass,
blood pooling around his head.
Just in time, bleeding slow.
He opens his eyes, smiling.
He survived 100 miles.

Laura S. Gulp
Southside High School
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LITANIES

The idea for the litany poem comes from a work titled "She Had Some Horses,"
by Native American writer Joy Harjo. The concept of the poem is simple, but can
produce some startling effects. Following are the opening three stanzas of
Harjo's poem.

SHE HAD SOME HORSES

She had horses who were bodies of sand.
She had horses who were maps drawn of blood.
She had horses who were skins of ocean water.
She had horses who were the blue air of the sky.
She had horses who were fur in teeth.
She had horses who were clay and would break.
She had horses who were splintered red cliff.

She had some horses.

She had horses with long, pointed breasts.
She had horses with full, brown thighs.
She had horses who laughed too much.
She had horses who threw rocks at glass houses.
She had horses who licked razor blades.

She had some horses.

She had horses who danced in their mother's arms.
She had horses who thought they were the sun and their
bodies shone and burned like stars.
She had horses who waltzed nightly on the moon.
She had horses who were much too shy, and kept quiet
in stall of their own making.

She had some horses ...

Joy Harjo

The repetition, as well as the opportunity to look at a seemingly familiar object in
a variety of different ways, makes this poem a favorite among students. It is
especially effective with older students, although younger students may also
create some memorable images in their descriptions. The litany can be about
anything, but should start with a personal pronoun. Something in nature (plants,
animals, etc.) is often a good topic to focus the students on. Following is a
student example:
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I HEAR THE OCEAN

hear the ocean that roars like a lion
hear the ocean that moans at night
hear the ocean that talks to me
hear the ocean that is deeper than a pool
head the ocean that reads my mind
hear the ocean that builds a wall
hear the ocean
hear the ocean that moves in motion
hear the ocean that covers the world
hear the ocean that knows the seashell
hear the ocean that touches the sky
hear the ocean that always waves
hear the ocean that goes around and around

Phesonya Christian
Crawfordsville High School

There will not be much to focus the students on before writing this poem. It will
call for them to use the skills they have learned thus far with no real boundaries.
Therefore, the degree of imagination achieved will determine the success of this
poem more than any other the students have written thus far.
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PROCESS POEMS

The process poem is much like the recipe poem, but without the recipe format.
You will need a set of index cards. On each card, write "How To" followed by an
action of some kind. Tell the students to imagine they have to give a person who
has never done this action before directions on exactly how to do it. You may
choose actions that are simple in nature, such as:

HOW TO:

Dribble a basketball
Blowout candles on a birthday cake
Make a giant sandwich
Bathe the dog

Writing about the above actions will help the students be specific, and may
produce some successful poems. However, the most successful poems usually
come from "actions" that are a little more sweeping (and a little more emotional)
in nature. For example:

HOW TO:

Fall in Love
Annoy your brother or sister
Get in trouble
Win the lottery
Stay up past your bedtime

You may make the process poems as strange and unlikely as you wish. You
may be surprised how quickly the students begin writing after receiving index
cards with actions such as:

HOW TO:

Get to China on your hands and knees
Eat algebra
Beat Michael Jordan one-on-one
Fly
Walk on hot coals
Keep a shark in your bathtub

Here's an appropriate example:
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HOW TO EAT A POEM

Don't be polite.
Bite in.
pick it up with your fingers and lick the juice

that may run down your chin.
It is ready and ripe now, whenever you are.

You do not need a knife or fork or spoon
or plate or napkin or tablecloth.

For there is no core
or stem
or rind
or pit
or seed
or skin
to throwaway.

Eve Merriam
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STRANGE BEST FRIEND POEMS

What if your best friend were algebra? Or, what if your best friend were an
orangutan? How about a planet? This is a fun poem that encourages students
to use their imaginations and their skills in description. The exercise will require
index cards; think of strange "best friends" to write on each. It doesn't have to be
a living thing; some of the best, most imaginative, poems will come from
students who have the strangest best friends.

With older students, this poem can me modified to "The Strange Blind Date"
poem. Either way, the results are usually clever.

I HAD A DATE WITH ALGEBRA"

I had a date with Algebra II. She gave
me directions to her house but I could
not understand them. I found the house
and went to the door. She had something
on that I had never seen before. We got in my
car and went to a movie she picked out.
I did not understand the plot and I felt
left out. We got in the car and she
started telling me about her life. That's
when I decided she should not be my wife.
I started to drive faster to get to her
house. She started to talk more. I
pushed the gas down to make the tires
squeal and just then I fell asleep at the wheel.

Jesse Morris
Prairie Grove High School
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THE "CROSSING" POEM

This poem takes the personification poem a step further, by enlarging the
landscape that the students must cover in their poems. The idea for the
Crossing poem comes from a Donald Justice poem titled "Crossing Kansas by
Train."

CROSSING KANSAS BY TRAIN

The telephone poles
have been holding their
arms out
a long time now
to birds
that will not settle there
but pass with
strange cawings
westward to
where dark trees
gather about
a waterhole. This
is Kansas. The
mountains start here
just behind
the closed eyes
of a farmer's
sons asleep
in their workclothes.

Donald Justice

Like the personification poem, this poem offers students the opportunity to write
about something they know well -- their own home. After reading students the
Justice poem, tell them that they are going to write a poem about crossing their
own state. It need not, however, be crossed by train. It may be crossed by foot,
by bicycle, by car, by airplane, by horse. A few of the best crossing poems have
come from the most original "methods" of crossing. For instance, Crossing ------
by Shadow, or this effective poem.

CROSSING ARKANSAS BY DREAM

A car crawls
over the neverending
hills down to the valley
that has stretched
out for a nap,
the grass awaiting trees
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(continued)
that will not grow there,
and the sun sinks
sleepily beyond
the needlework
of the earth.

Kristin Baldwin-Metzger
Our Lady of Holy Souls

What makes this poem and the Justice poem so successful is the way the
inanimate worlds in each take on a life of their own. The details used are
specific and human.

Once your students have picked a "method" of crossing, have them write the title
of their poem: Crossing __uuuu (their state) by _u__uu (their method). Remind
them to use their senses as well as their tools of concrete and specific
language.

CROSSING ARKANSAS ON HORSEBACK

The dust
from the roads
sticks to
the cars and the horses,
which are sweating
in the hot sun
as they trot down the road
towards new pastures
welcoming shade and rest
with the children and birds
under the apple trees.
They doze
in the midday heat
of an Arkansas summer.
But in the
evening
under the stars
the horses
come alive
and tear at the grass
with the moonlight
while the hushed chirping
of frogs echoes up
from the pond down the hill
and the children
sleep undisturbed.

Emilie Worthen
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CHAPTER FIVE: FICTION

The teaching of fiction in the classroom poses a different challenge than the
teaching of poetry. What makes fiction for students difficult is not the skill
involved in creating it (students, with their experience in poetry, will have little
problem translating that creativity into fiction writing) but simply the fact that
fiction is a process that by its very nature takes more time. Anyone of the poetry
exercises in this book can be easily and successfully completed (and shared)
within one class period. But the task of writing an effective short story will
usually take more time. Younger students often have trouble with longer
projects; their attention to a particular subject is likely to wane more quickly than
older students. What is offered here, then, are exercises in fiction; very few will
produce complete stories, but they will produce ground from which the students
can build.
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CREATING A RACE

This is a good exercise to not only encourage description, but also to introduce
character. Tell the students that a new planet has been found, and that they are
in charge of creating a new race to live on this planet. Remind them to steer
away from cliches -- their new race probably shouldn't be little green men with
antenna on their heads. It can be anything, part animal, part human, part plant,
part anything. Have them write a paragraph describing the race. At first, they will
want to focus mainly on physical description. That's a fine start, but encourage
them to go beyond that. What are these people like? What's the best job you
can hold on this planet? What do people do in their spare time? What are
families like? What is school like? With imagination, the possibilities are
endless.

In prose, as in poetry, the concrete detail and specific description the students
choose to use will be the key in introducing their race to the reader.

SIMILAR ELEMENTS SKETCH

This is an effective exercise for showing students how each imagination is
different, even when certain elements of a story are the same. Tell the students
they are going to write a scene about two people. Point to one student and ask:
"Is the first character male or female?" Write this information on the board. Now
ask another student: "How old is this person?" Again, write the information on
the board. Go around the room, asking other specific questions: What is the
person's name? What does he or she do for a living? Now move to character
number 2. Ask the same questions, again writing all the information on the
board. When both characters are pinned down, pick someone to decide where
the characters are. It doesn't matter at all: they can be in their backyard or on the
moon. Finally, what are they discussing? Again, it can be anything: world peace
or an infestation of ants. Now that all the information is on the board, instruct the
students to write a scene in their workbook of these two characters discussing
whatever topic was decided upon. What will make these stories different? Two
things, mainly. One, the details. And two, the tone of the scene. Will the
characters be angry or loving? Jealous or excited? These decisions are the
ones left up to the students, and they will hopefully discover that these are the
most important decisions of all. Even with these similar elements, all the
students will come up with their own unique ideas of what transpires between
the two characters.
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LUCK OF THE DRAW STORY

This exercise will allow the students almost complete freedom in their writing.
They may write a story about whatever they wish, with n as usual n one catch.
On index cards, (3 per student) write nouns. Much like similar poetry exercises,
the more interesting the nouns the better, although they need not be
outrageous. After all students have three cards, they may begin their stories.
The only parameters they have is that they must fit the three nouns on their
cards into their stories.

At this point, it may seem silly to give the students any parameters. However,
just a few words can do wonders for getting students started on a story. The
story they end with will be their own, but the words they are given will point them
in a direction.

Following is a stunning example of a "Luck of the Draw" exercise, written in 45
minutes by an eighth grader.

EVERY PICTURE TELLS A STORY

There are two variations on this exercise. In the first variation, find a picture in a
magazine or book that is big enough for all the students to see clearly if you
walk around the room with it. It is best to find a picture that has only a few central
people in it n even one person will do. The picture should be interesting, not
just someone standing around. Instruct the students to tell the story behind the
picture. Who are these people? How did they get where they are? What will
happen next? Students may choose to focus on one aspect or several. Again,
this exercise shows how we each interpret images and events differently. The
elements may be the same, but all the students' imaginations will create
something that is uniquely theirs.

A variation on this exercise is to cut several pictures out of a magazine and
have each student do a different picture. The student may paste his picture into
the workbook and write the story under it.
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FAIRY TALES WITH A TWIST

This exercise is much like the nursery rhyme with a twist, but will take more than
simply a clever rhyme or turn of phrase in order for it to be successful. The
students should start their stories as if they are simply rewriting a common fairy
tale. Before long, however, the tales should "twist." Perhaps:

Cinderella gets lost on her way to the ball and ends up at a rock concert.
The seven dwarves don't like Snow White.
Little Red Ridinghood's grandmother is mean and the wolf has to save her.
Goldilocks is an undercover agent; the three bears are suspected of bank
robbery.
The three little piggies are trying to eat the wolf. (They'll snort and snort and
blow the house down?)

Like the nursery rhyme twists, this story is a favorite among students because it
gives them a chance to add their voices to (and make fun of) age-old stories.
The results will usually be clever.

CHAIN STORY

This fun exercise will inevitably result in a ridiculous story, but students
love it. This story will require a separate sheet of paper for each student. On the
top of each sheet of paper, have the students write one sentence. You will make
up the sentence, and every student will begin their story with it. It can be
anything, as long as its open-ended. For instance, your sentence might be: "I
got lost while riding my bike on the outskirts of town." Or: "The strangest thing
happened on my vacation to Hawaii." After the student has written that opening
sentence, instruct everyone to pass their paper to the student sitting beside
them ( Or behind or in front of them -- as long as it is set up so that everyone will
get everyone's paper.) Now, have the students write the next sentence of the
story. After they do this, they must fold over the top portion of the paper so it
covers the first sentence. Continue on like this, passing and folding. Sometimes
this concept is hard for the students to get immediately. An easy way to explain
it is that when the student passes the paper, no sentence should be showing
but his own. After everyone has written a sentence on each paper, unfold the
chain stories and have the original owner read his to the class. Usually, the
stories will make no sense, but they will be funny. Occasionally, a coherent story
finds its way through the chain.
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