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INTRODUCTION 

 

Every child in Nigeria and indeed the world, deserves to have a teacher who will 

guide her into becoming the best version of herself, into discovering powerful 

aspects of herself, but we can’t achieve this if we do not equip our teachers with 

relevant resources needed to reach this goal. To explain why I have written 

Teaching Poetry: A Tool for Advocacy, I will be sharing two short essays of mine, 

formally published on Medium. 

Literature Awakens and Empowers, February 23rd, 2018 

“I’m not sure why people are so surprised that the students are rising up — we’ve 

been feeding them a steady diet of dystopian literature showing teens leading the 

charge for years. We have told teen girls they are empowered. What, you thought 

it was fiction? It was preparation.”  

— Jennifer Ansbach, on the Parkland school shooting and students’ protest.  

The quote above makes me so happy. Literature is such a powerful tool, hence the 

need to carefully select what students read in the classroom; hence the need to go 

for texts that awaken something in the hearts of students. I remember after we’d 

studied Lyddie by Katherine Paterson — a book about young female labourers who 

though from an impoverished background, stood up against poor working 

conditions and sexual harassment, my eleven- and twelve-year olds would cry 

‘We’re going to protest’ at the slightest sense of injustice in the class. A girl even 

went as far as marching to the principal’s office to demand why the school isn’t 

replacing the broken swing at the playground. 
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Reading awakens and empowers. The Nigerian Educational Research and 

Development Council should remember this when prescribing literary texts to be 

studied in classrooms. For a nation like ours, it’s high time we trained children who 

are aware and conscious, students who are analytical, students who ask questions, 

students who will make better leaders. Books provide endless possibilities for these 

and more. 

 

Abduction in Nigerian Schools: Where Is the Rage? March 26th, 2018 

March for Our Lives is a student-led protest against school shootings which pushes 

for gun control in America. Placards strongly decrying the use of guns were 

displayed on the day of the protest and my favourite is that of Brittany Sinitch which 

read ‘I lost my classroom and students. My roster is not the same. My heart is not 

the same, DO SOMETHING.’  

Brittany Sinitch is a 9th grade English teacher in America whom I follow on 

Instagram and whose creative teaching ideas inspire me until her school, Marjory 

Stoneman Douglas High School became victim of the Parkland shooting on 

February 14th, 2018 with seventeen lives lost. After days of being offline, she 

resurfaced to describe the horror of trying to protect her kids, of gunshots by her 

window and how she and her students had to vacate their classroom forever. She’s 

back to school now, but her life as a teacher has definitely changed. 

Following the Parkland shooting, teachers all over the US united online, creating 

awareness on the dangers of gun ownership and speaking up for gun control, for 

change. Hashtags like #ArmMeWith, launched by two teachers in other schools, 

Brittany Wheaton and Olivia Bertels, went viral and more protests by students - 

the survivors of the Parkland shooting - led to the formation of a gun-control 

advocacy group called Never Again MSD which led to the March For Our Lives 

demonstration held on Saturday, March 24th 2018 and attended by two million 
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protesters in the US and more all over the world. Remember, this protest was 

initiated and led by students; young people under 18, fully backed by their teachers 

and community. 

In Nigeria, we have had our own share of violence: Boko Haram bombings, Fulani 

Herdsmen killings, abduction of Chibok girls and most recently, Dapchi girls. 

There has been news of the Dapchi girls being released, with five reportedly dead 

and one still held captive for refusing to renounce her faith. Conspiracy theories 

are flying around as to whether or not the abduction was orchestrated with the 

subsequent release. But where is the rage? Why are teachers of the abducted girls 

not speaking? What is the school saying? What are schools all over Nigeria doing 

to stand in solidarity with the affected school? And the Ministry of Education? Do 

we even teach our students that their voices matter? Do we know that our voices 

matter? How are we so divided, so unconcerned, so powerless? How do we just 

move on?  

We have failed ourselves, as Nigerians. We have failed. But we must raise our 

children differently. We, teachers, must teach our students differently. We must 

realise that the goal of education isn’t just to produce intellectuals. We must teach 

our students to be leaders, not just A-grade students. We must teach them to be 

aware and conscious. To ask questions. To fight. Only then can things begin to 

change. 
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TEACHING POETRY: A TOOL FOR 
ADVOCACY 

 

For someone who grew up in great fear of poetry, I’d never have guessed that I will 

be writing a teaching guide on poetry. But I’ve seen the great fruit it yielded with 

my students - the important conversations it birthed, the reading, writing, speaking 

and listening skills we acquired. This guide is written in chapters, detailing the 

various steps and strategies I used and I hope they will bring about the same 

transformation in your students as they did in mine. Enjoy it. 
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CHAPTER 1: TEACHING POETRY AND 
LOST FOR IDEAS? GOT YOU! 

 

Are you planning to teach poetry next school year and you’re at lost as to what to 

do or where to start? Here are six tricks that worked for my secondary students! 

1. Visuals: Poetry, overtime, has been termed boring. Truth is, it really can be. But 

to destroy this claim and set an exciting mood, you should start by sharing videos 

of poetry performances with your students. Think about the group you teach and 

what excites them. Is it soccer? Dance? Girl rights? Music? Whatever it is, you’re 

just a click away from the internet! Spend the first two lessons sharing these videos 

with them on a projector and make sure that while being enjoyable, they’re 

informative/educative enough to initiate conversations among students. Ask them 

probing, thoughtful questions from what they have watched, allow students time to 

think and share responses, allow them counter each other’s stand and pitch in here 

and there. What you are doing at this stage is stimulating their minds and getting 

them to flow with the concept of poetry, unknown to them.  

If you work in a school with no technical support, think about how you can use 

your smart phone or personal laptop to share these videos. A suggestion will be to 

have the students sit on the floor, in a circular form while you’re in the middle or 

any comfortable position, your phone held high or close enough for everyone. 

Look out to borrow or buy speakers to connect to your phone. If this fails, then be 

the live entertainer. Get card boards with poems written on them. Let your voice 

be loud and dramatic as you explain concepts from the poems and throw questions 

their way. The whole process, completely successful or not, already sets an exciting 

mood! 
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2. You Guide: Now that the students have watched these videos (or you, as the case 

may be  ), it’s time to really teach them poetry. Ask them to attempt a definition 

or list the importance of poetry based on what they’ve seen. Listen to their 

suggestions and praise their efforts, then introduce the definition/importance. Give 

notes, if need be, but make sure students contribute more verbally. Talk about the 

different types of poetry, patterns, etc. and finally introduce figures of speech. This 

might take two or three lessons. 

3. Understanding Figures of Speech: To teach these, I highlighted about fifteen 

figures of speech that I thought my students should know in middle school (junior 

secondary school). Next, I did a power point presentation explaining these devices 

and showing them the difference between ‘literally’ and ‘literary’ before mentioning 

that our focus is on literary devices. My presentation was filled with images and I 

allowed students attempt their own sentence examples of certain figures of speech. 

Then I broke the class into four groups, each group selected a colourful paper 

containing four literary devices. The task was to work with your teammates, come 

up with definitions of the devices given, examples and prepare a class presentation. 

I did this to let them assume the role of the teacher and synthesise the topic well 

enough to teach each other. Next, we had a quiz. I prepared a quiz on figures of 

speech and turned it into a group contest. I read out sentences and each group 

deciphered their figurative terms. Class contests always charge students’ brains (no 

one wants to be beaten) and is usually an effervescent way of teaching students the 

importance of healthy competition. The lesson on Figures of Speech took me 

about a week. 

4. Time to Study Those Poems! If you already have a list of poems recommended 

for study, this is time to start studying them. Close reading is the ideal way to get 

students relate to poems (and other texts) on an academic level. I taught my kids 

to do this for each of the poem we studied by introducing: 
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v First Read: At this stage, we read a poem just once to find its literal meaning. 

I read the lines aloud while students read along, silently. Guiding questions 

to help with understanding at this level may include: what do you think this 

poem is about? What does the title make you think of? Who do you think 

is the speaker(s)? Think about many other obvious questions that can get 

your kids talking and accept all their responses, whether right or wrong. It’s 

important to record some of their responses on the board or a poster for 

reference purposes and to give students the feeling that their voice matters. 

v Second Read: Here, I allowed students do a reading on their own to analyse 

the figurative language used in the poem. I gave them about ten minutes to 

read and underline striking lines based on their understanding of literary 

devices. Some students may be able to work alone, while others will need 

the support of a group. Depending on your students’ needs, provide all 

relevant support: independent or group practice can work effectively, just 

make sure to circulate and confirm that everyone is engaging with the poem. 

Guiding questions to help keep the class interactive include:  

How do you think the speaker in the poem feels?  

What line(s) made you think so?  

What figures of speech can you spot?  

What lines appeal to you and why?  

After students finished annotating the poem, I led a whole class discussion on their 

findings and made corrections or added more ideas where need be, while students 

took note. 

v Third Read: Find the central idea or theme. By now, we had fully engaged 

with the poem. I prompted the students by asking: what message do you 

think this poem is trying to pass and how do you know this? I cold-called 
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students to share their responses and I applauded them and made 

modifications. Then I referred them to the answers on the board based on 

our first reading and we compared them. This helps students track the 

progress of their understanding in terms of engaging with a poem. The lesson 

on studying poetry can last for two weeks or more, depending on the number 

of poems to be studied. My students and I studied about eight poems on 

slavery (because they were learning about slavery in Social Studies) and we 

spent two weeks on that. 

5. Formative Assessment: As you study your poems in class, engage students in 

formative assessments to gauge the level they are at and to learn what weaknesses 

to work on. I did this by asking my students to independently read and annotate 

poems, identify the central idea (theme) in a poem and explain their choices in 

written samples and to select literary devices from a poem and write about them by 

relating them to the theme of the poem. This helped me know what lessons were 

successful and what lessons to reteach. Again, the number of formative assessments 

given depends on the needs of your students. 

6. Bring Back the Fun — Poetry Slam! Bring back the fun in your class by 

introducing the slam poetry and more videos of poetry performances. 

 

 

CHAPTER 2: FIRE UP YOUR POETRY CLASS 
WITH SOME SLAM - GALLERY WALK 

 

In Chapter 1, we saw six tricks to teaching poetry and the last trick said, Bring Back 

the Fun – Poetry Slam! This chapter will be providing you with steps on how to 

organise a successful and impactful slam within your class. 
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What is Slam Poetry? Poetry Slam or Slam Poetry in simple terms means poetry 

on stage. Dated to as far back as 1984, it originated in Chicago and its first aim was 

to move poetry from its academic intent to something much more entertaining 

before an audience. Poetry Slam is a competitive way of teaching students to reach 

deep into themselves and search for subjects that matter to them and recreate them 

into provoking lines. But getting young students who are so easily distracted to do 

this might be a difficult task. Here are the steps I used in coaching my middle 

school students into writing and performing their own poems (the lessons on poetry 

slam took about three weeks): 

 The Announcement: At some point during the lessons in chapter 1, I paused 

to announce to the students that we will be having a poetry slam and so they 

must take the classes seriously as that will help them write their own poems. 

The excitement of competing against each other and the anticipation of 

presents for first, second and third places, spiced up our lessons and brought 

in more commitment from the students. 

 Brainstorming: Our first official class on Poetry Slam started off with a 

brainstorming session. I did this through a gallery walk - a discussion 

technique that allows students to be actively engaged as they walk throughout 

the classroom. I introduced the gallery walk by telling the class that we’ve 

read and analysed poems written by other people and now, they will attempt 

to write theirs.  

While preparing for this lesson, I made posters out of four cardboard papers with 

six questions written on them, leaving empty spaces for students’ responses and 

pasted them all over the walls of our classroom. The questions were reflective and 

touched on issues like gender roles, social/political changes, teenage life, family and 

identity.  

I broke the students into four groups (you can do this depending on the number 

of kids in your class) and students moved in their groups and took turns looking at 
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the posters and writing their answers on them. Some of the questions were highly 

sensitive and personal and so I encouraged the students to use acronyms only them 

can decode for responses they considered personal. Gallery walk gives you the 

space as a teacher to take a few minutes off talking and simply observe the thinking 

process of your kids. These were the guiding questions on my posters: 

Poster 1: What do you think about gender roles? Should people be allowed to do 

certain things based on their interest/abilities or gender? 

 

This helps you know what your students think about gender equality and at the 

same time, empower the girls in the class who may be thinking that their sex is an 

excuse to not attain a certain height in life. Some of the responses I got were: 

· Gender does not matter, people should be allowed to do what they want to 

do. 

· Gender roles aren’t necessary. I think it should be based on their abilities. 

· I think that gender doesn’t matter in anything you choose to do. Your choice 

should be based on your abilities and not your gender. 

· I don’t think people should be judged based on their gender, both are made 

with equal abilities except for pregnancy. 
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Poster 2: What political or social issues do you strongly support or reject? 

 

For this, I divided the card into two sections with the tags: Support and Reject. 

Students were expected to fill both columns and some of their responses were: 

Support        Reject 

Trying to stop corruption    All the doctors that can’t help me 

A cure for stomach pain    Bad politicians 

The president isn’t trying to help his country Bad presidents 

 

Poster 3: I had three questions on Poster 3. 
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· What personal experience has affected you greatly? 

I encouraged the students to use acronyms here, if too personal, and I let them 

know it was okay, if they didn’t want to share, especially if it still traumatises them. 

Some responses were: My health, Violence, Moving, My stomach pain, Family, 

Near-death experience, My Father. 

· What do you care deeply about? 

Responses included My family, Life, Family and education, My parents, Animals, 

Anime. 

· What do you wish to change about being a child/preteen/teen? 

Answers given were Puberty, My health, Where I live, and tons of acronyms. 

 

Poster 4: The Blank Cheque 

Here, I allowed students to simply express themselves about anything. Some of the 

responses I received were: Life isn’t fair, Friends have made me, I love my family. 
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The brainstorm task was a bit tough because that was me trying to let the kids get 

into themselves and dig up issues they might otherwise not want to talk about. But 

I was happy to see how successful it turned out as most of the responses the kids 

gave reflected their experiences. I have students battling health issues in my class 

and coming from separated homes. This exercise, therefore, was a sort of closure 

for them and even seeing some of them discuss their answers among themselves 

outside the lesson made me happier. It is important that we as teachers, find 

creative ways of letting kids open up on issues that bother them without being 

intrusive. 

 

CHAPTER 3: FIRE UP YOUR POETRY CLASS 
WITH SOME SLAM - WRITING AND 

PERFORMING 
 

Chapter two provided you with the necessary steps needed in the brainstorming 

session. So now that you have awakened your students’ spirits and ideas, it is time 

to launch them into writing their own poems. But first things first: 

1.       Show them samples of other poetry performances. Remember the first 

time you introduced poetry to them? You started off with showing them how fun 

it can be by sharing video clips with them. That’s exactly what you should do 

again.  With my students, we watched performances on feminism, taking pride in 

one’s cultural identity, child neglect (from a child’s perspective) and self-esteem. 

After every performance, I allowed silence to rule the class for a few seconds and 

then I asked questions on what they thought of the poem:  

Ø Do they agree with the poet? Why or why not?  

Ø Do these things happen in real life?  
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Ø Do you think it’s okay or acceptable? 

Ø What can be done to change it?  

Questions as these encourage critical thinking in students and also help them with 

self-evaluation. Lessons like this give the teacher an opportunity to point out on 

vices and allow students be the judge as to why they are harmful and why they must 

not be perpetuated. 

Like I said in chapter 1, if your school has no technical support, you can check 

online for poems with related themes as the ones above, copy them out on 

cardboard papers and perform them yourself before your students. The goal is to 

get the students engaged, so don’t be afraid of using whatever means available to 

you. 

2.       Your students have seen and discussed poems from other people. They 

have also done some soul searching and now, it’s time to write. Remind them that 

the purpose of a poetry slam is to bring about some change, speak up against certain 

ills or address certain reoccurring issues that people may not ordinarily notice. I 

told my students to think about our gallery walk and the responses they gave and 

then I asked: What is most important to you? If there was something you would 

want to speak up against or change, what would that be?  

I told them to think about the poems they have seen and read, to think about the 

society they live in, and to think about some of their experiences, good or bad, that 

have affected others. I allowed them to think, take down quick notes and to walk 

around the classroom to check for their responses on our posters. After about ten 

minutes, we set out to create our first draft. 

3.       Draft: At this stage, every student has chosen a topic to write on. So, I 

created a graphic organiser that will help them put their poems together. The 

organiser was divided into sections: 
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-What will your poem be about? (Topic) 

-What message are you hoping to pass with the poem? (Theme) 

-How many stanzas are you looking to have? How many lines will each stanza have? 

(Structure) 

-What will be the tone of your poem? 

-What figures of speech will you have in the poem? (Literary Devices) 

I stepped aside after distributing the graphic organiser (you can recreate it on the 

board) and allowed students plan out their poems in their chrome books (students 

can use their notebooks). Then I walked around to supervise and assist struggling 

students. 

You’ll have students who are already charged up enough to know what to write – 

the same kids, who had hated the tediousness involved in poetry analysis. A girl 

said she would be writing on the effects of Boko Haram, especially on girls. 

Another said she was writing something so deep, she wouldn’t share with anyone 

until she was done. A boy said he would write a poem about ‘male feminism’ since 

everyone is focusing on girls and ignoring the boys. 

But you’ll also get constant comments from other students like, ‘But I can’t think 

of anything’, ‘How do I know what to write?’ ‘What I’m writing doesn’t make 

sense,’ etc. Just remember you are working with kids who are probably writing such 

poems for the first time, so you must be patient and provide sufficient scaffolding 

that will help each and every student to achieve the goal. You can provide more 

guiding questions by breaking them down to the students’ level. Say things like: 

Ø What is the thing about your home/country that makes you unhappy? How 

does that make other people feel? 

Ø What don’t you like about your class or classmates? Why? What can you 

do to change that? 
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At the end, be sure that everyone has their poem all planned out.  

Example of a graphic organiser. 

 

 

 

4.       Writing the Poems: Encourage your students to feel relaxed as you begin 

the writing process on a fresh page. Give them starters. Say, ‘You can start up with 
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a question’ or ‘Think about the poems we read in class. How did the poets begin 

their lines?’ Allow them to look at the poems, if they feel like, but ensure that they 

do not plagiarise. Remind them of the importance of self-esteem and taking pride 

in one’s own work. Overall, let them know that they can do it as poetry is self-

expression and you’re there to help them. Also remember to tell them that they 

might have more or less lines/figures of speech than their drafts suggest and that it’s 

okay. The draft is only a guide. You know your students and their strengths so veer 

towards the struggling students and offer them help. Writing the poem may take 

two lessons. Collect students’ works when they finish. If your students use chrome 

books, let them share with you on Google doc. 

  

5.       Editing: The job now lies in your hands as the teacher. Choose whatever 

form of editing that suits you. You can decide to break the class into stations in the 

next lesson and workshop each student’s work in the station while the other groups 

are busy with a different assignment until you get to them, or you can take the 

poems home and edit, make comments and suggestions and then hand them back 

to the students in the next lesson for corrections. I did the latter with my students. 

I gave them time to make the corrections and I answered their questions and made 

clarifications where needed. At this stage, encourage your students to review their 

lines for poetic alliance. Show them how a longer line can become shorter and how 

to use sound (oxymoron) for words and metaphor, simile, personification and 

hyperbole. Basically, ask them to do a second read of their poems (like I wrote in 

chapter 1 under close reading methods) and to see if they are able to point out any 

literary devices from their poems. If they can’t, then guide them into rewriting some 

of their lines to create the required effect. 
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6.       Final Poem: In the next lesson, tell your students that they will be putting 

the final touches to their poems. Encourage them to exchange their poems with 

their classmates or break them into groups for peer review. Put students who are 

better writers in charge of each group and watch them discuss and give constructive 

feedback to each other on their poems. What you are doing here as a teacher is to 

build students’ communication skills, team work and leadership traits. Next, tell 

students the date for final submission of poems and begin to make plans for your 

class’ poetry slam. 

  

7.       Class Rehearsal: At this stage, I had gone through all students’ poems 

and created a class rehearsal schedule (this included what students will be practicing 

on what day). Remind the students to take the practice seriously as it’ll help them 

build their confidence for the slam. Let them know that a terrible performance can 

mar a well-written poem. Your practice in class should cover the following aspects: 

 -Confidence 

-Gesticulation 

-Facial Expression 

-Audibility 

-Poise 

-Style 

To get my students to memorise their lines, I encouraged them to record 

themselves reciting the poems and to break their poems into stanzas using index 

cards and to memorise them using mnemonics. I had copies of their poems and 

after two or three rehearsals, I made them perform offhand with me prompting 

them when they miss their lines.  
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You must be ready as the teacher to lead by showing the students what is expected 

of them. So, don’t hesitate taking a student’s poem and performing it in your own 

voice. That way, students get a clear picture of what is expected of them. Depending 

on the students’ poems, let them know that their voices can be mournful, cheerful, 

aggressive, imploring, etc. or a mixture of emotions. Teach them to use a variety of 

tone to avoid sounding monotonous. Also, show them more videos of professionals 

if you have such support. Encourage your students to practice at home, with their 

friends and family and remind them that a slam is a contest and they must work 

hard not only to get good grades, but to win themselves presents and make 

themselves and parents proud. 

  

8.       The Poetry Slam: Ahead of this day, you should have a list of three judges 

whom you’re inviting for the slam. To get rid of sentiments, I invited people outside 

the school. Judges may not necessarily be poets or writers, but they should well-

verse enough to know what a good performance is. Help your students relax by 

assuring them that they have worked so hard and so should have nothing to worry 

about. Also take out the seats and desks and bring in mats and pillows to create a 

leisure atmosphere. Students should sit comfortably on the mats while the judges, 

parents, other teachers (whoever the audience is made up of) have the seats. 

Poetry Slams are usually in done in about three rounds, but I wanted all my 

students to stand a chance of winning by having just one round for ours. So, if you 

have the luxury of time, you can have your students prepare for three poems and 

then have an open mic session where everyone performs and the best seven or ten 

(depending on class size) are selected. Those selected move on to the next round 

with new poems and from them, you select the best five who will then contest for 

the first, second and third places in the final round. The judges create the rules on 

selecting the winners. I invited writers as judges for my students so they can interact 

with them and talk to them about writing and other literary performances. 
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Ours was a successful one. My students were at first tensed, but they were able to 

relax and give the performances their best shot. We had poems with profound 

themes as migration, identity conflict, corruption, bullying, pain, betrayal, girl right, 

masculinity, self-esteem, violence, abduction of school girls and love. The judges, 

who commended the relevance and depth of the students’ poems, worked so hard 

to select the winner. 

Perhaps my biggest win from the slam is that I had students who, ordinarily, 

wouldn’t be able to speak in a loud voice, stand before the audience and speak up 

boldly on issues important to them. Also, one student fell totally in love with spoken 

word and is now making plans to writing more poems and contest globally in poetry 

slams.  

Why not try same approach with your students?  

NOTES 
 

As teachers, we are never able to measure the level of impact our teaching strategies 

have on our students. I will conclude by sharing this conversation I had with my 

student outside school hours: 

 

Conversations with My Students - May 10th, 2018 

I drove home today alongside my student, his uncle and a male teacher. I shared 

the backseat with my student and while his uncle (who drove) and the male teacher 

talked, we two chattered about viral funny videos. Then he paused for a while and 

asked loudly, ‘Ms Jennifer, are you coming back to the school next (school) year?’ 

I laughed and said that was amusing as we’d never discussed me leaving in the first 

place. Then the male teacher told him people can’t decide what would happen to 
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them tomorrow and where exactly they will be. He added: ‘So if she becomes First 

Lady tomorrow, would you expect her to go back to being a teacher?’ 

Amidst enjoying the joke in that, I found time to add that, I might, as a matter of 

fact, become the president, not the First Lady. But the men were so sure that I have 

no chances of being a president, not only because I’m young, but I’m a woman. 

They both went on to explain how more likely it is for me to be a wife/First Lady 

than it is to be president.  

‘You don’t say things like that. This is why people write feminism poems,’ I heard 

my student say. This is the same kid who had said in class that he was writing a 

poem on ‘male feminism.’ I smiled a triumphant smile, ignored the men still talking 

about women and their inability to come to true power in a place like Nigeria and 

engaged in discussions with my student about boys and girls. My student told me 

he agrees that women and girls are treated unfairly, but he worries that boys are 

being ignored in the fight for feminism. 

While explaining to him that it is easier to solve a problem if it is isolated and that 

a win for feminism is in fact, a win for all — if well carried out, I thought about how 

times have changed and for a teeny second, I was grateful that I can have this 

conversation with a twelve-year-old. I was even more grateful that he could connect 

with something we learnt in class outside the classroom and I think it’s important 

to know what our children think about things, to appreciate their stand and to 

elucidate, where need be. Only then can they truly bring about the change this 

country needs. When they know that their voices matter. 
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