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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 
 
 

The Proof is in the Poetry: Generating Student Voice in a Collaborative Writing 
Group Approach to Teaching and Learning in Ninth Grade English 

 
 

by 
 
 
 
 

Lauren Michelle Wilensky 
 
 
 
 

Master of Arts in Teaching and Learning (Curriculum Design) 
 

University of California, San Diego, 2013 
 

Susan Scharton, Chair 
 
 
 
 The Proof is in the Poetry (PIP) curriculum encourages students to form a 

writer’s identity by reading relevant texts with strong use of voice, writing their 

own texts with voice and giving and receiving feedback in peer writing groups. 

PIP incorporates relevant texts in personal essay, poetry and performance poetry 

as a voice model to generate students’ own writer’s voice in their poetry.  



xii 

 Authentic voice, relevant texts and the collaborative writing group 

approach played a key role in increasing student engagement. Students needed 

instruction on feedback so they could give constructive feedback to their 

assigned writing group. Feedback instruction enabled the students to express 

themselves to their writing group peers. 

 Poetry as the writing genre was the vehicle to encourage students to write 

with an authentic voice. There were three phases of instruction: Coaching 

Feedback, Voice Lessons and Writing with Voice. After composing three poems 

and attending three writing groups, students read one poem to a peer audience 

in a Public Reading to culminate PIP.  

 The curriculum implementation occurred in two non-honors ninth grade 

English classes in a large urban high school. Data collected were student 

surveys, observation notes, writing samples and an online Edmodo writing group. 

Results from PIP indicated writing groups facilitated structured collaboration 

among peers, self-expression contributed to student’s motivation to write with 

authentic voice, engagement in writing increased when students received 

feedback on their writing and relevant texts with powerful language increased the 

likelihood that students wrote with voice.  
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I. Introduction 
 
“The creation of a respectful classroom space, the urging toward risk, toward 
expression, the desire that their students be heard…” (Rose, 1996, p.192). 
 

 The willingness to take risks, expression and the desire for students to be 

heard may seem like a perfect dream for a writing classroom. As teachers, we 

want to support the literacy development of struggling and non-struggling writers.  

Sometimes this writing work inside the classroom results, senior year, in 

admissions to higher education opportunities and many other times it does not. 

One reason students choose not to go on to higher education is fear of the 

demands of college level writing. Many students move through high school 

making very little progress in writing.  Remediation becomes imminent when and 

if these students go to college. The teaching of writing that currently takes place 

often does not reach students in ways that motivate them to write with a voice 

they can call their own.  

 Thus, change in the approach to teaching writing is needed to afford 

students opportunities to write successfully. In the classroom, this change may 

include the qualities that Rose speaks of in the above quotation. We can lead 

student writers in a supportive classroom environment that encourages risk 

taking in writing and teaches students to communicate through their own 

authentic voice. This is not an easy task to manage. However, if writing 

instruction that encourages student expression moves students to communicate 
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clearly in writing, then it is worth the risk for teachers to hear what the students 

can say. 

 Students are not used to being asked to take a risk in writing. They may 

take risks in their lives, as is the norm for the life of a teenager. Generally risk-

taking stays out of the classroom. We can encourage students to take a healthy 

risk by engaging young writers in a medium that by high school has become a 

burden marked by years of red pen, overly critical marks on their paper and thus 

attitudes towards writing that need to be undone, ironically, in order for writing to 

improve.  

 As stated previously, this is no easy task. In order to move students 

toward greater writing proficiency we can broaden the way we think about our 

students and ourselves as writers. For example, I love writing poetry and I have 

since I was a child. Poetry allows me to play with language, to create patterns 

with words and engage my mind in creating something new; it is a freedom and a 

rebellion.  Many of the students I worked with over the last thirteen years of 

teaching have equally loved writing poetry. This love for writing poetry crosses 

ethnicity and gender as well as writing proficiency. Just as it did for me, the 

students that write poetry do this at home not at school because poetry writing is 

not tested on state tests.  

 In the classroom poetry can be seen as a risky kind of writing for a number 

of reasons: it is subjective, it is implied in the state standards, and we may be 

scared to see what product comes out of our students’ pens and pencils. 
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However, in order to get students writing, to hear the voice in their words, we can 

teach writing from what students know.  

 Similarly, in a recent English Department meeting at My High School 1 the 

teachers lamented common areas of need in student writing. Generally the 

comments teachers made were “students need to learn the five paragraph essay 

to master the basics”, “my students can’t write”, “all my students’ essays sound 

the same”, “they need more grammar”, “a paragraph is five sentences but I push 

my students to write seven.”  As shown in these comments from teachers, a 

simple solution is wanted when there is no simple solution to this very common 

need to get students to write clearly.  There are too many things student writers 

do not know; engaging students to write clear and convincing pieces is 

overwhelming. Students have a need to understand their voice but rarely have 

the opportunity to express it in writing in the school setting.  

  

                                            
1 The names of the high school and of the participants mentioned in this thesis 
are pseudonymous to protect the privacy of those involved in this project. 
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II. The Need for a Different Approach to Writing 
 
“Part of writing is discovering the rules of the game and then deciding whether to 
follow the rules or to break them” (Collins, 2006, Interview section, para. 18).  
 

Outside the secondary classroom 

 
 The workforce demands that students be independent thinkers and 

effective writers (Graham & Perin, 2007). In a study that surveyed businesses 

from diverse fields across the United States, writing was not only found to be a 

“threshold skill” but also a skill that resulted in hiring and promotion; when 

employees were ineffective writers they lost their jobs (National Commission on 

Writing, 2004). Results of business leaders from the National Commission on 

Writing (2004), found that writing is a key skill needed in fields as diverse as 

finance and construction.   

 The need for a different approach to writing does not change when 

students enter college. Research from the U.S. Census Bureau (2009) shows 

having a college education has the potential to raise a person’s wealth over time. 

Thus, college can be the “gatekeeper” to a future life of choice. Most public 

school students in a context such as My High School go to community college for 

a variety of financial, personal and academic reasons.  For example at two 

community colleges in an urban community, 65% of freshman students entering 

these colleges tested into a basic skills writing class (San Diego Community 

College District [SDCCD], 2011).  A report conducted by CSU Analytics 

documented that 28% of students at a state four-year college (California State 
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University [CSU], 2010a), tested into 92A, the remedial English class.  According 

to Achieve Inc. (2005), college instructors estimate that 50% of high school 

graduates are not ready for college level work.  

A need for a different approach to writing in secondary school can be seen 

in statistics from the California State University (2010a) system showing that 

49.3% of freshman system-wide were placed in remedial English classes. At San 

Diego State University (California State University, 2010b), 28% of freshman 

students enrolled in the remedial class, Rhetoric and Writing 92A. These 

statistics show that students are ill-prepared for the fluency and flexibility required 

of writing at the college level.  More directly students in high schools like My High 

School in urban areas are more likely to drop out of high school than their 

suburban counterparts.  When looking at data from the California State University 

(California State University, 2010a) system, the majority of the students deemed 

not prepared for the demands of college level writing are predominately 

underrepresented students.  Many of these students opt out of college after not 

being successful in the remedial English class.   

 It is no surprise that writing has not been the focus in the nation’s public 

schools.  Schools on or headed to the Program Improvement list are especially 

susceptible to a curriculum that focuses on improving test scores, leaving behind 

a focus on the student with the neediest student populations. Since the 

inauguration of No Child Left Behind (United States Department of Education, 

2003), reading and math have been at the forefront of the nation’s agenda. In a 

world that expects the student entering higher education and the workforce to 
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have excellent written communication and collaboration skills, a focus on reading 

and math minimizes this need. Not only is it insufficient, administrators, 

educators and bureaucrats are doing the students a disservice by not providing 

opportunities for students to write in authentic ways. Authenticity requires that 

students do not only write for teacher-created tasks like preparing for the test but 

rather they also have choice and the writing task benefits the student outside of 

the classroom for a job or personal enjoyment such as poetry.  

Inside the secondary classroom  

 
 Authenticity depends on the context and the student’s investment in the 

task. Some examples of teacher-created tasks include skill-building in 

vocabulary, grammar or timed writing exercises for high stakes testing. Many 

writing educators tend to focus on formulaic five-paragraph or timed essays 

because they tend to be short and easy to grade assignments. A report that 

reviewed recent writing data suggested that the types of writing conducted in 

high school include reports and essays but not story writing which leaves out 

student expression (Applebee & Langer, 2006). The misperception is that the 

five-paragraph essay is a scaffold to more advanced writing. While this may be 

true to some extent, most students never leave the comforts of the structure even 

upon exiting high school. This is problematic since both college and the 

workforce expect students to be prepared to leave the five-paragraph structure 

behind. Unfortunately, student expression in writing is often left out of the English 

classroom because of the testing focus. 
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 Currently, the annual California Standards Test (California Department of 

Education, 2009) does not require students to write, but rather answer multiple-

choice questions about writing in the test sections or strands: Writing 

Conventions and Writing Strategies. The testing requirements impact the 

classroom in that the teaching of writing becomes narrowed to what will be taught 

on the test, leaving the students’ needs out of the classroom equation.   

 In spite of a focus on test preparation in many public schools the very real 

pressure of pushing students to write at or above grade level standards 

continues to be problematic. Statistics show that many recent high school 

graduates from public schools enter community college or a four-year university 

ill-prepared to write at the college level. A recent system wide report (California 

State University, 2010) showed that 49.3% of all twenty-three campuses of first 

time freshman students were in need of remediation in the area of English. This 

same CSU report documented that 69.4% of the 2,361 African American 

students and 64.9% of the 13,187 Mexican American students were enrolled in 

remedial English. These statistics are similar for these same underrepresented 

student populations in secondary schools located in urban communities showing 

that a difference in the approach to teaching English in secondary school is 

necessary.  

 These percentages parallel the statistics in secondary school CST testing 

throughout California. Out of 28,767 11th grade African American students tested 

in the 2011-2012 school year, 68% scored below proficiency and similarly out of 

213,205 Mexican American 11th graders, 64% scored below proficiency 
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(California Department of Education, 2012). It is important to note that 11th grade 

is the last year high school students take the CST test. Similarly, in 2011 24% of 

the twelfth graders involved in the Nation’s Report Card for Writing (2012), a 

National Assessment of Educational Progress study, scored proficient in writing. 

The NAEP study tested students’ ability to write for different audiences and 

purposes in three areas: to persuade, to convey experience and to explain. The 

study showed that students were not able to clearly communicate to a specific 

audience and purpose in the three writing tasks. Even with a focus on test 

preparation many schools in California are having trouble speaking to the 

academic needs of the majority of the students on their campuses and My High 

School is one such campus. 

 Although essay writing is not tested in high schools until the California 

High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE) in the 10th grade, writing is a struggle within a 

range of student abilities at the high school level. The most recent 2010-2011 

statewide results for California show the average essay writing score on a 4-point 

scale to be 2.4 (California Department of Education, n.d.). The “2” score implies 

very basic writing skills. Students that score at this level have many errors in 

structure, details and mechanics. Not only are the students who have not passed 

the CAHSEE and the D or F students not achieving at high levels in writing, it is 

also the Advanced and AP students who are struggling in writing competency at 

the secondary level.  

 The non-honors or non-Advanced Placement students are many times not 

given the same curricular opportunities as the students who enroll in the classes 
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that create college-going expectations.  The “AP Report to the Nation” (College 

Board, 2012) attested to the fact that underrepresented students make up the 

smallest amount of students who take Advanced Placement classes as well as 

go to a four-year college. My High School is composed primarily of these 

students. Teachers of a non-honors and honors class will not give the same 

curriculum to both groups of students.  The most significant problem is that 

without realizing it, schools sustain problems of inequality by not providing the 

same opportunities to all groups of students. This is problematic because 

underrepresented groups do not achieve at high levels in many secondary 

schools partially because of curriculum inequalities.  

 During their senior year at My High School, not all students take the SAT 

test for a variety of reasons. The most prevalent reason students do not take the 

SAT is that the majority of students go to community college, vocational schools, 

join the military or work to provide for their family. In the most recent SAT data for 

My High School, only 49% of seniors took the SAT (California Department of 

Education, n.d.). In spite of the focus on test preparation at My High School the 

average score on the writing section was 451 while the county average was 502. 

Also, in 2010 students scored an average writing score of 2.5 out of a rubric 

score of 4 on the CAHSEE writing section (California Department of Education, 

n.d.). In 2013 roughly 50 students out of a class of approximately four hundred 

students accepted admissions to a four-year university.  
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Outside and inside the secondary classroom 

 
 An approach to writing that takes into account learning theories such as 

critical pedagogy and social constructivism can address some of the needs 

necessary to engage all students as writers. In a critical classroom, students act 

as agents in their learning and the world (Freire, 1970). While socio-

constructivism approaches reading and writing as an interdependent experience 

where students act in collaboration, both approaches offer educators a 

theoretical framework that supports an authentic, engaged and collaborative 

classroom. Although not a simple solution teaching writing in authentic ways is a 

reaction to a basic skills approach that is the norm in many public school 

classrooms due for the most part to the overarching goals of the standardized 

testing movement. 

 With the dominant testing culture in our public schools, it is necessary and 

important to go beyond what Duncan-Andrade & Morrell (2008) call technical 

knowledge. Duncan-Andrade and Morrell define testing culture as the knowledge 

to help students test well. Many times this is the approach that constricts 

students’ thinking and does not give students opportunities outside of what is on 

the test (Scherff and Piazza, 2005).  Fostering an authentic approach to writing in 

which students engage in writing that connects their interests to the classroom 

context may be seen as a risk to the teacher and student. Teaching that engages 

students in issues of race, sex and class may be seen as a risk because it gives 

more control to the students (hooks,1994). However, in an autonomous 

classroom less control is exerted from the teacher and more choice is given to 
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the students (Deci & Flaste, 1996). Still many educators do not want to approach 

curriculum from a critical standpoint for fear of losing control of their class.  

Conclusion 

 
 Even with known struggles to motivate youth to write well, such as student 

resistance to writing, the teaching of writing, particularly in many public schools, 

remains disengaged from the students’ own lives.  Culture, broadly defined as 

shared values, traditions and social and political relationships, takes shape in the 

classroom (Bode & Nieto, 2011). Teaching writing through a critical lens is a 

fusion between the student’s own experience in the world and connected to the 

classroom context.  A recent study found that people are motivated to write by 

relevant and self-selected topics with peer feedback (Arafeh, Lenhart, Macgill, & 

Smith, 2008). In this way Freire’s famous ideology (1983) connects to a need not 

only to teach reading as it connects to students’ lived experiences but also to 

approach the teaching of writing as a connection not only to relevant texts but 

also through the approaches educators choose to teach.  

 Educators can integrate an approach to writing as a way to engage 

students in an act of writing to understand themselves.  When writing tasks 

become narrow and focused on test preparation student culture and identity 

become non-entities. Students come into our classrooms with language and 

vocabulary from their lives rich in personal experience and knowledge.  When 

students learn how to write with their own voice in their writing, students become 

engaged. Although not the only way of closing the achievement gap, writing is a 
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bridge to a life of choice beyond high school. There are no ready-made formulas 

for closing the achievement gap, statistics show that change needs to happen 

and in particular in the area of writing instruction. 



13 

III. Review of Literature 
 

“The engaged voice must never be fixed and absolute but always changing, 
always evolving in dialogue with a world beyond itself” (hooks, 1994, p.11). 
 

 The emphasis of PIP is in support of writing instruction based on a critical 

and socio-constructivist approach to writing. With this in mind, writing can be a 

powerful vehicle to generate student voice in writing and in collaborative writing 

groups. However, a source of major concern for educators and administrators is 

writing instruction for non-honors identified youth. The critical literacy work 

creates an authentic framework to support relevant literature to serve as writing 

models as well as a basis for collaboration regarding students’ own writing. There 

are three constructs of my review of research: Authentic Voice, Engagement and 

Collaboration. 

Authentic Voice 

 
 Authenticity defined as active learning can be divided into three categories 

1) construction of knowledge, 2) disciplined inquiry and 3) value beyond school 

(Gamoran, Marks & Newmann, 1996). Construction of knowledge consists of 

connecting to the students’ prior knowledge. This knowledge is constructed 

through the use of dialogue with others or in writing. Disciplined inquiry refers to 

gaining an academic knowledge base of the field in question. In order for the 

student to talk about literature, the student would need to learn the terminology 

associated with the literature. The final criterion is value beyond school. In this 
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case students may find aesthetic, or personal value in their school work from 

both the inquiry and construction of a knowledge base.  This process lays out a 

structure for authentic curriculum work.  

 In order to pursue the concept of voice as connected to authenticity, voice 

must be defined. There are many different ways of defining voice. Voice can be 

defined as “words that capture the sound of the individual on the page” (Elbow, 

1981, p.287). Voice has also been identified as within the context of the student’s 

socially constructed experiences (Heath, 1983). For the purposes of this review 

of literature the focus will be on voice in a socio-cultural context connected to 

both the role of the student as a participant as well as writer. 

 The validity and place of voice in the classroom has been debated in 

different sectors of education. The use of voice in the classroom has either been 

a focus when working with college writers (Bowden, 1995; Elbow, 1981), ESL 

writers (Ramanathan & Atkinson,1999; Ramanathan & Kaplan,1996) or the 

silencing of student voice by the “culture of power” or oppressors (Delpit, 1988; 

Freire,1970). Voice has also been described as authorial identity (Cook-Sather, 

2006; Stapleton, 2002). Voice can also refer to “having the power to name the 

world around you” (Castagno, 2008, p.318).  Lastly, Elbow talks about voice as 

“juice” (1981, p. 286). 

 As stated previously voice is embedded not only in the speaking voice as 

a “tool through which voice is expressed” (Quiroz, 2001, p.328) or to speak your 

mind (Cook-Sather, 2006), but also as a way to bring out the individual on the 

page. Many students have been limited in using their voices both in society 
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(Bowden, 1995) and also as a way of hearing themselves in their writing in the 

classroom (Elbow, 1981). Writing becomes distant from the student’s life when it 

does not connect to voice. When students write with their voice, writing work 

becomes less repetitive and more individualistic.   

 A common argument against authenticity is the inability to teach students 

the basic skills of the subject. However, the Gamoran et al. (1996) study of 1,500 

3rd, 6th and 8th graders in the areas of writing and math found that students did 

better on standardized tests when in an intellectually authentic environment 

versus a classroom with a basic skills focus.  If both the classroom environment 

and writing work is taught in ways that engage students in authentic activities, 

students will begin to find purpose situated in classroom work (Brophy,1999).  

Deci et al. (1996) also argues that students are most motivated when classroom 

conditions create opportunities for community, authentic purpose and a positive 

attitude.  

 The importance of empowering student voice in the context of elementary 

and secondary school has been well documented by Castagno (2008), Delpit 

(1988) and Cook-Sather (2006). In the classroom a “culture of power” exists that 

can give students a voice or take it away (Delpit, 1988, p.282). Students may feel 

culturally different from the other students and teachers in the classroom. In 

order to have, as Deci and Flaste (1996) stated, community, authentic purpose 

and a positive attitude, educators must allow for the student’s voice in the 

classroom as a tool of expression. Authenticity within voice brings students into 

the community by teaching them to put their identity on paper as well as giving 
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them opportunities to practice voicing their ideas in society. 

Engagement 

  
 Engagement can be viewed as active participation and is defined by 

behaviors such as work completion, contribution to class discussion and overall 

attentiveness. It is also connected to a student’s motivation to do the work 

(Gambrell, 2011). In a setting where students are disengaged they tune out, fall 

asleep, and act bored (Finn, 1989). Engagement with a task is related to a 

compromise between challenging and relevant content (Csikszentmihalyi, 

Schneider, & Shernoff, 2003). Related to this study is Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of 

the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). If content is viewed as challenging yet 

attainable and is relevant to the student, engagement will increase.  

 Researchers have suggested various ways to make engagement more 

concrete. In a longitudinal study on student engagement (Csikszentmihalyi et al, 

2003), researchers documented the classroom engagement of 526 high school 

students. Students were found to be more engaged by active learning like group 

work and less engaged by listening to the teacher. Overall, two factors were 

found to affect student engagement: relevant and authentic academic work and 

teaching method.  Students may become more engaged in a writing classroom 

that uses an active approach to such as incorporation of writing groups where 

students are involved in the process of giving feedback to each other.  

 Yet another framework identifies four factors in developing the 

engagement in writing 1) nurturing functional beliefs about writing, 2) fostering 
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student engagement through authentic writing goals and contexts, 3) providing a 

supportive context for writing, and 4) creating a positive emotional environment. 

Similar findings have been reported in a study taken from a telephone sample of 

700 students ages twelve through seventeen and eight focus groups held over 

the course of a year which showed that students are motivated to write to 

relevant topics, when high expectations are present, when they have an 

interested audience and an opportunity to write creatively (Arafeh et al., 2008). 

This study suggests teachers who learn about their students’ experiences can 

use this information to teach writing in ways that make the writing curriculum 

more relevant.  

 Expressive writing allows teachers to learn about their students. Poetry is 

an expressive genre of writing that allows for a lot of choice. When students are 

given choices in writing students develop the ability to think because the student 

determines the topic (Flower, 1981) and solves problems (Crème & Hunt, 2002). 

A longitudinal review of NAEP data from the years 1998-2005 reveals that 69% 

of students who engaged in creative writing were more likely to write (Applebee & 

Langer, 2008). In an experimental four week study of 207 students in two 

Southeastern urban high schools on the use of choice in the context of 

homework, Cooper, Patall & Wynn (2010) found that students whose teachers 

gave choices were more likely to complete the assigned homework. These 

findings imply that students are more likely to complete the work when they have 

choice: in an autonomous supportive classroom, students’ work completion 

increases (Deci & Ryan, 1987). Similarly, classroom where students engage in 
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authentic use of voice are more likely to complete their work (Gamoran et al., 

1996).  

 Strategy development has also been found to be an effective engagement 

tool. Self Regulated Strategy Development (SRSD) creates a protocol for student 

learning on a specific strategy (Graham & Harris, 2006). A strategy can be 

defined as a set of operations that a person undertakes in order to accomplish a 

desired goal (Alexander, Graham & Harris, 1998). SRSD links the students’ Zone 

of Proximal Development with a success model. This method has been found to 

be an effective tool to engage struggling to more advanced learners.    

Collaboration 

 
 Collaboration and engagement are related; many students from all age 

groups are engaged by a social activity in which they work with others. In the 

high school classroom, peers are extremely influential in the way students act 

and perform. From Hillocks (1986) early research, it was determined that the 

most effective approach to instruction is the environmental mode. In this mode 

the teacher has methods to engage students with each other in a specific aspect 

of writing and there are high levels of peer interaction. Social construction of 

knowledge in a writing classroom can occur in a variety of ways: giving feedback 

to each other, sharing of text models and working with each other during different 

parts of the writing process. It is clear from Hillocks’ research that working from a 

socially engaging approach advanced student learning. Thus, using peer groups 

to teach writing in English classrooms fosters both a collaborative environment 
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and also a more engaged student population.  

 Using Bandura’s reciprocal model of social cognitive theory, Schunk and 

Zimmerman (2007) illustrate the exchange of ideas in a collaborative classroom 

where environment, student behavior and peers interact.  Allowing peer 

collaboration in the classroom students “learn language by using it purposefully 

and negotiating with others” (NCTE, 1996, p.14). Although peer groups are not 

without problems, many times the problems that arise can be remediated through 

clear protocols and group assignments that build autonomy (Deci & Flaste,1996; 

Gamoran, Heck, & Nystrand,1993). If the teacher-assigned work for the peer 

group is written in an autonomous way, groups are more likely to function 

successfully.  

 Bringing students into the curriculum requires students not only to be 

engaged but also motivated. Researchers argue that motivation is an attitude 

(Boscolo & Gelati, 2007; Brophy, 1999).  Three ways educators can nurture the 

attitude or motivation to write that have been adapted from Bruning and Horn 

(2000, p.28) are: 

1) Foster student engagement through authentic contexts, 

2) Provide a supportive context for writing, 

3) Create a positive emotional environment. 

In order for a classroom task to be motivating students need to know they will be 

successful when they attempt the task and if their peers are successful they will 

feel successful as well (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2007). Students’ feelings of 

success are dependent on peer interaction and this interaction is essential to 
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create structures for encouraging youth to write. 

 Writing groups. 
 
 A major feature of writing groups is collaboration, which can be defined as 

“students working together to achieve a common goal or to solve a problem” 

(Sharp & Tunnard, 2009, p.159). In defining the role of collaboration, Dillenbourg 

(1999) stated that the sharing of activity allows for student growth. This growth is 

also promoted by Vygotsky who specified that interacting with others “awakens 

internal processes” that may not be present without the collaboration (1978, p. 

90). Learning occurs through interaction with other people. However, the primary 

goal of collaboration is to create an interdependent relationship between students 

so that they can support each other through tasks within and a little above their 

ZPD (Vygotsky,1978).  A collaborative environment allows students to socially 

construct new knowledge.  

 However, in order for students to be engaged in the writing classroom they 

must also have a peer audience. Elbow (1999) stated “peer review lends itself 

just as well or even better to an interdependent effect” (p. 332). Upon reviewing 

all the research conducted at the time on the effects of peer feedback on 

students, Hillocks (1986) found that feedback has a meaningful impact on 

students’ writing. Feedback is necessary to move students through the process 

of writing. For example it is natural for a professional writer to ask someone else 

for feedback on their writing (Emig, 1983). In Emig’s landmark study on twelfth 

grade writers (1971), she noted that two different genres of writing were 

conducted in the classroom: extensive and reflexive. The difference between the 
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two genres of writing is that writing is reflexive when the students’ audience is 

peers and extensive when the students’ audience is the teacher. Her findings 

indicate that reflexive writing leads students to revise naturally;  they are 

intrinsically motivated to do so because their peers are an audience for their 

writing. Extensive writing as shown in previous studies is conducted much more 

often in school (Berends, Gamoran, Nystrand, & Le Pore,1995; Ketter & Pool, 

2001; Scherff & Piazza, 2005). Traditionally, in extensive or school-sponsored 

writing, the audience is the teacher and students do the writing task for a grade.  

 Continuing to study ways audience affects students of different 

populations, Aubry (1995) studied eight high school students with learning 

disabilities.  The purpose of the study was to find a way to break the basic 

writer’s habits of writing solely for the purpose of communicating to the teacher.  

Aubry found that the students listened to their peers when they gave feedback to 

each other.  In order for students to write for their peers the students needed to 

trust each other.  It is unclear whether the students became more competent 

writers after the study.  However, the study does show that change occurs in the 

habits of the basic writer when a peer is involved.  The main change is the 

perceived role of the teacher as facilitator and the student’s role as responsible 

for giving feedback.    

  In a study of eight high school student writers in an urban setting chosen 

through a screening test to determine competency, Monahan (1984) found that 

the basic writers made fewer attempts at revision for a peer audience than a 

teacher audience.  However, in recognizing that basic writers by definition are 
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less competent problem solvers in writing, they still elected to revise their writing 

when confronted with a peer audience. The largest constraint for the basic 

writers was their focus on penmanship while the competent writers focused on 

writing effectively.  Both the basic and competent students showed awareness of 

audience through revision but the competent writers revised more often.   

 Writing process 
 
 Although peers are an essential component to writing groups, one must 

also acknowledge the importance of the writing process. The writing process is 

recursive: writers move through the stages of writing differently and sometimes 

move back and forth between stages (Flower & Hayes, 1986).  There have been 

different names suggested for the stages involved in the writing process. In a 

landmark study, Flower (1981) found that writers go through three recursive 

stages which Flower called planning, translating and reviewing. It is important to 

note that because not all students go through the writing process the same way, 

the writing process cannot be thought of in isolated steps.  

Conclusion  

 
  Authenticity in the writing classroom emphasizes three components: 

authentic voice, engagement and collaboration. Because studies show that there 

is not one but many variations on the writing process, it is important to be 

authentic in the way teachers approach writing with students. It is well known that 

social interaction equates to a higher degree of learning and engagement. More 

recent discussions on writing have continued to promote a socially and culturally 
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engaged classroom. 

 In order to achieve student success, authentic instruction relies on 

culturally responsive methods. The work of Gay (2002) and Ladson-Billings 

(1995) suggests there is some urgency to engage students in approaches to 

learning that are relevant to students’ lives while also connected to students’ 

culture and ethnicity. Students may have more successful learning experiences 

in classes that “institute structures, content and assessment that is bias free” 

(Gay, 2002). Likewise, engagement occurs within the discussion on race and 

gender rather than maintaining a silent curriculum (Howard, 2010). A curriculum 

that affords students the rare opportunity to write with their voice about issues 

relevant to their lives may be a place to start when creating a critically expressive 

curriculum. A focus on student voice in English classes can bring students into 

the curriculum rather than separating them from it.   
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IV. Review of Existing Curriculum 
 
“We live in a complex world, we often don’t know what’s going on, and we won’t 
be able to understand its complexity unless we spend more time in not knowing” 
(Wheatley, 2002, p.34). 
 

 Little curriculum exists which incorporates authentic voice, engages 

student writers, and is collaborative. Since school-adopted materials are so 

closely connected to state content standards and standardized tests, educators 

many times seek out materials outside of the textbook to create a more inclusive 

curriculum that captures the approaches and literature of a diverse group of 

people (Gay, 2010).   

 It must be stated that this curriculum review comes at a time of transition 

between the  old California State Standards (California Department of Education, 

2007) and the newly adopted national Common Core State Standards (CCSS, 

California Department of Education, 2010). It is necessary to discuss both the 

California State Standards since much of the current curriculum that still exists in 

schools is based on these now outdated standards.   

English curriculum 

 
 The CCSS incorporate collaboration as part of student writing in 

kindergarten and throughout high school as stated in this excerpt: “Students must 

learn to work together, express and listen carefully to ideas” (Common Core 

Standards Initiative, 2013). In the Common Core Standards (CCSS, California 

Department of Education, 2010), it is recommended that students share their 
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written work by blogging or on an online document share program. While the only 

mention of student talk in the California State Standards was through 

presentations, collaboration makes many appearances in the CCSS throughout 

the grades in reference to speaking, listening and expressing one’s ideas through 

dialogue and technology.  

 The current writing curriculum most commonly taught to all students is the 

district adopted textbook.  The current textbook is based on the now outdated 

California State Standards. My High School’s school district is using the textbook 

published by McDougal Littell (Allen, Applebee, Burke, & Carnine, 2008). While 

the textbook houses thematic units and literature from different cultures, the 

literature within the units is fit for a generalized diverse audience. Voice is taught 

as a term to understand and identify but not to try out themselves. This is hardly 

enough to respectfully teach to a diverse population of students who need not 

only to see relevance in the literature but also in the teaching approaches. 

Supplementing the thematic units is necessary in order to show students 

samples of literature with a strong sense of voice.  

 The essay is the dominant style of writing assignment introduced in the 

textbook. This is problematic because if writing is solely conducted according to 

the textbook it has little value for students outside of the classroom. Much of the 

textbook relies on the familiar structure for writing tasks: students read a text, 

answer questions and complete a literary analysis at the end (Allen et al., 2008). 

The literary analysis asks the student to respond to a prompt and through the 

supplementary materials the teacher can give them a graphic organizer to guide 
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them through a short essay. This structure is modeled after the California State 

Standard (California Department of Education, 2007) strand, Literary Response 

and Analysis: students read a literary text and write a response to literature 

based on their independent analysis.  

 Collaboration through discussion is not an emphasis. To fully realize a text 

students need to have multiple opportunities for “cognitive collaboration” 

(Applebee, Gamoran, Langer & Nystrand, 2003). Under the scope of both the 

CSS and the textbook this does not happen. As stated previously, a variety of 

approaches and materials are needed to teach in general and to specifically 

teach writing (Gay, 2010).   

Writing workshop 

 
 In a “Writer’s Workshop” students work on a writing project of their choice 

and collaborate with others in conferences devoted to meeting students where 

they are in the writing process.  The writing workshop approach is widely used in 

creative writing courses in college.  Calkins is one of the founders of adapting the 

writing workshop approach for the elementary through secondary school class. In 

the curriculum students are lead through mini-lessons and one-on-one 

conferences that provide student choice as well as create community with writing 

(Calkins, 1994).   

 However, this approach is not without its critics who say the workshop 

approach meets students where they are but it does not do enough direct 

instruction to push diverse groups of students to the next level (Delpit, 1986). So 
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although the workshop approach is successful in some classrooms, modification 

may need to take place in others to continue to give choice, authentically creating 

texts with voice, and creating a safe and collaborative environment. 

 As part of the writing workshop model feedback is provided through 

teacher and student conferences.  In Calkins’ version teachers are responsible 

for providing the feedback to students. Students at the high school level can be 

trained to give feedback to their peers rather than the teacher being the only one 

responsible for this (Elbow & Belanoff, 1989). Three of the suggested feedback 

activities are:  

1. Reply: students read their text and ask for thoughts on their writing 

2. Criterion based feedback: students ask questions about specific parts of 

their work. 

3. Sharing with no response: students start by reading their work aloud.  

This post-secondary manual with descriptions on eleven different types of 

feedback can be tailored to meet the writing needs of secondary school students. 

  This approach to feedback in combination with a writing workshop model 

can create an environment where the students are also responsible for giving 

and receiving feedback in writing conferences.  

Social justice curriculum 

 
 Social justice curriculum teaches through a liberatory lens to work through 

identifying oppression in students’ lives (Freire, 1970). Teaching writing in 

authentic ways implies giving students the opportunity to give voice to the real 
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issues they confront.  

 Christensen does this by pulling together relevant literature from books, 

stories, essays and other media that connect to urban youth in her setting 

(Christensen, 2009). A sample writing activity has students watching an online 

video called “Knock Knock” (Beaty, 2010). While watching the video students 

annotate the text copy noting the structure of the poem. After watching the video 

students use the text as a model for their own poem based on the style of 

Beaty’s version. By reading and responding to a relevant text and also 

incorporating choice by keeping the prompt open-ended students become more 

engaged.  

A case study of writing in action 

 
 A program called “826 Valencia” founded in San Francisco incorporates 

engagement, collaboration and authentic voice. The curriculum inspires students 

to write with help from tutors, while also in many cases moving the writing to 

publication. This organization works with 22,000 students each year and provides 

tutoring and creative writing workshops at no cost (826 Valencia).  

 Through a project called “Young Author’s Book Project,” students and 

published writers publish an average of eight collaborative books per year that 

are sold at the store associated with the writing center.  An example of this 

project is “From Me to We” where students read personal essays by authors from 

diverse backgrounds all centered around the theme of translating their identity for 

an audience from a different identity (826 Valencia). After reading and discussing 
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the texts, students wrote their own personal essays using the published versions 

as models for their writing. 

 Published writers work together with youth to engage them in a 

collaborative writing environment that moves them towards a co-created 

anthology. The teaching mission of “826 Valencia” is to “encourage students to 

collaborate and to make creative decisions, and gives them ownership over the 

learning process” (826 Valencia). In examining the student publications one can 

see they are based on relevant themes, boast student choice and give students a 

broader audience. Programs like “826 Valencia” foster positive risk-taking by 

providing regular collaboration and student publishing opportunities. 

Collaboration, choice in writing and relevant topics all make their curriculum 

engaging to the student writer. 

Conclusion 

 
Many students are disengaged from school writing because the writing 

tasks are irrelevant to their needs. This is particularly disconcerting because 

writing is a gatekeeper not only to higher education but also to potential 

employers. Unfortunately the students most affected by irrelevant curriculum are 

the students that are the most disengaged from school. For these students, 

student choice and relevant writing models can be a bridge to help them explore 

their own voice.  

 School curriculum must be supplemented to teach students to write with 

an authentic voice or a voice that resonates (Freisinger, 1994). Although a 
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resonant voice is highly sought after in college level creative writing curriculum, 

the majority of writing in secondary education is focused on fostering essay 

writing basic skills as preparation for college. This type of writing can be devoid 

of voice. The result is authentic voice is not usually integrated into the writing 

curriculum and approach. The connection to writing through an authentic 

framework is one that allows for a greater connection among students, classroom 

writing and student culture.  
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V. Overview: The Proof is in the Poetry 
 
“What we really want to help youngsters learn is how to express ideas of 
universal value in a personal voice” (Moffett, 1983, p.170).
 

The four goals of the Proof is in the Poetry (PIP) project will be elaborated 

on in more detail in the implementation section: Goal 1 - students participating in 

PIP will rely more on their peers and less on the teacher, goal 2 - students will be 

motivated to write with an authentic voice, goal 3 – students’ feedback in writing 

groups will be useful to themselves and others, and goal 4 – students will be able 

to use relevant texts as a model to establish their own voice. 

 I designed the Proof is in the Poetry (PIP) curriculum for ninth grade 

English classes to help these students see themselves as writers and empower 

them to act as writers by making the process of giving and receiving feedback an 

integral part of the approach to writing in my class (Elbow & Belanoff, 1989). 

Through working with activities that employ student voice, students will be able to 

also express their own voices in conversations about writing.  

 In order for students to talk about their peers’ writing, students need to be 

trained. While it is also necessary for teachers to provide feedback to students, 

evaluative feedback detracts from student success (Schunk & Zimmerman, 

2007). The following curriculum is devoted to peer feedback which increases 

student engagement and attention to revision (Paulus,1999; Stanley,1992). 

There is little to no growth in student writing from marking grammar corrections 

(Hillocks, 1986). This research and my own previous experience with writing 
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groups made me realize the importance of teaching the students to give each 

other effective feedback. PIP increases time for student interaction while training 

them to be successful with their writing partnerships as a necessary part of 

writing in the high school classroom.  

 In addition, students participating in PIP engage in writing because they 

are given choice among relevant literature (see Table 1) as well as the 

opportunity to socially construct the learning environment in the classroom by 

being part of a writing group (Vygotsky,1978). Therefore, talk is an integral part of 

PIP. To reiterate Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development, 

“engaging in these joint activities advances the novice’s level of actual 

development” (Bayer, 1990, p.9). Therefore, peer feedback groups approximate 

where the students are in their writing development. With heterogeneous 

groupings, students are pushed towards a higher level thus the students form the 

writing environment to fit the students’ needs.  

 The PIP curriculum puts the writing focus back on the content, 

emphasizing what students have to say and showing them that their feedback 

makes a difference in the writing of others. Students need to learn that making 

errors in grammar, punctuation and spelling is part of the beginning stages of the 

writing process; therefore, the most important part in the beginning of writing is to 

get their voice back in the paper. Students explore using voice to improve the 

content rather than trying to seek perfection in the form from the start, which 

limits the writing they produce (Elbow, 1981). 
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 This curriculum teaches students from a writing process model that writing 

is recursive (Flower & Hayes, 1986). Drafting continues and through giving and 

receiving feedback revision happens naturally. Thus, to optimize the effects of 

this curriculum, it must be implemented in classrooms in which students are 

taught that revision requires them to rethink the content of their writing with the 

help of peers.  

 For the purposes of this project I chose the writing genre of poetry as a 

vehicle through which to explore authentic voice. The choice to introduce this 

curricular approach connects with what the poet and activist June Jordan once 

stated. She said that “good poetry requires precision…poetry is a political 

action…to take control of your life” (Muller, Collective, & Jordan, 1995, p. 3). 

Essentially poetry would enable me to explore not only voice with my students 

but also create authentic learning conditions to stimulate engagement. 

 Poetry makes for a good genre for teaching students how to give and 

receive feedback but any writing genre could be used in the place of poetry 

depending on the students’ experience with feedback groups. Some of the 

materials in the appendix will need to be adapted for other genres. 

Goals  

 The Proof is in the Poetry curriculum satisfies four goals described in 

Table 1. Through this approach to giving and receiving feedback students find 

their voice as writers in the classroom and see the other students as positive 

writing models as well. By teaching students to locate voice in the writing of 



34 
 

 

professionals and their classmates, students will take on a deeper understanding 

of their own voice.     

Table 1. PIP project goals 
Goal Construct 

Goal 1: Students will rely more on 
their peers and less on the teacher.  

Collaboration 
Engagement 

Goal 2: Students will be motivated 
to write with an authentic voice. 

Authentic Voice 
Collaboration 
Engagement 

Goal 3: Students’ feedback in 
writing groups will be useful to 
themselves and others. 

Collaboration 
 

Goal 4: Students will be able to use 
relevant texts as a model to 
establish their own voice. 

Authentic Voice 
 

 

 Goal 1: Students will rely more on their peers and less on the 
 teacher. 
 
 Creating a classroom environment where students see themselves and 

others as competent writers and writers on which they can depend begins with 

procedures regarding how they talk to each other in class (Stanley, 1992) as well 

as creating a trusting environment between peers and the teacher (Cook-Sather, 

2006). Within the PIP project, all students are spoken to as writers, regardless of 

writing experience. While students are not used to this role, it puts them in an 

authoritative position over their writing while creating more ownership over what 

they produce on the page.  

 Rather than the assignments being only for the teacher, the writing 

becomes an artifact to share with their peer writers (Aubry, 1995). Integrating a 

collaborative approach supports what Hillocks (1986) called the environmental 
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mode where there is a high level of peer interaction. By having students work 

together to share and solve writing problems they are socially constructing 

knowledge (Elbow, 1999; Sharp & Tunnard, 2009).  

 Goal 2: Students will be motivated to write with an authentic voice. 
 
 Writing with voice can be a risk for young writers. Students are used to 

reading from the textbook which does not always provide adequate examples of 

powerful and resonant voice.  Because students need to see and hear a diverse 

array of voices, supplementing the textbook is necessary (Gay, 2010).  Teens 

confront sexism, racism, bullying as well as identity issues. These experiences 

are not usually strongly addressed in the content of the literacy class nor are they 

generally part of the features of the textbook. This curriculum seeks to provide 

opportunities for students to see themselves in the voice of others through a 

diverse range of texts and issues that reflect the classes I teach. 

 Since the district adopted the McDougal Littell textbook (Allen et al., 2008) 

based on the California State Standards (California Department of Education, 

2007), it is now outdated with the recent adoption of the Common Core 

Standards (California Department of Education, 2010). Since online access to 

mixed media is prevalent, the textbook is not always relevant to today’s issues 

and those that students face. By providing a better match between the literature 

resources and the students who use them, students are more apt to successfully 

produce writing with voice if they see that good writers take risks in the topics 

they choose to write about and the voice they use when writing.  
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 Goal 3: Students’ feedback in writing groups will be useful to 
 themselves and others. 
 
  Although giving and receiving feedback on writing is central to the 

processes used by professional writers, many students do not ever get the 

opportunity to take this step during literacy classes. This structure can be used in 

high school literacy classes to increase students’ voice as well as advancing 

students’ actual development (Bayer, 1990). Because students are not generally 

taught about the purpose or form of feedback, they need explicit instruction in 

what it looks like and how to do it (Stanley, 1992).  If they are not taught how to 

give and receive feedback, they will rely on past practices that have not been 

effective, a focus on fixing mechanical errors while largely ignoring the content of 

the writing to convey their voice. 

 Goal 4: Students will be able to use relevant texts as a model to 
 establish their own voices. 
 
 Literature chosen for writing textbooks may be at odds with current 

students’ own interests and experiences (Langer, 2001).  The textbook literature 

tends to be very safe for the generalized audience. In order for writing examples 

to be useful for students, they need to read models with which they can identify. 

Table 2 illustrates some of the text models I shared with students that will be 

elaborated on further in the following chapter. I learned what issues my students 

confronted in the world, their community, at school, with their friends and family 

and themselves and matching the literature models with these issues and with 

student interests. However, this can result in the use of readings that are not 

easy for students to read, understand, or use for models for their own writing.  
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Table 2. Relevant reading selections 

 
Curriculum features 

 
 The following curriculum seeks to provide mixed media as models for 

student voice in writing: personal essays, video and poetry rich with themes 

related to the student’s personal development (see Table 2).  

 Relevant texts. 
 
 Students read texts on topics common to many teen experiences, such as 

bullying, race relations and gender bias. The reading selections were chosen to 

reflect the importance of voice in the content of a writer’s text. Each of the 

readings, including supplemental videos, showcase a writer with a powerful 

Text Selection Genre Author Relevance 

“Keep Ya Head Up” Song lyrics Tupac (1993) Race Relations 
Gender Bias 

“Redemption Song” Song lyrics Bob Marley 
(1980) 

Equality 
 

“To This Day…for The 
Bullied and The 
Beautiful” 

TED talk 
Video/ 
Performance 
Poetry/ 
Narrative 

Shane 
Koyczan 
(2013)  

Bullying 
Race Relations 
Gender Bias 

“The Men We Carry in 
Our Minds” 

Personal 
Essay 

Scott Russell 
Sanders 
(1987) 

Race Relations 
 

“I Am What I Am” Poem Aurora and 
Rosario 
Morales 
(1986) 

Race Relations 
Gender Bias 

“Knock Knock” Video/ 
Performance 
Poetry 

Daniel Beaty 
(2010) 

Race Relations 
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voice. After reading the text, students complete the FL.O.W. activity as described 

below. 

 FL.O.W. activity. 
  
 For each reading selection the students interact with the text by 

completing a FL.O.W. handout. FL.O.W. is an acronym for Figurative Language, 

Organization and Writer. As students gain independence with this strategy over 

the course of the project, they will be able to complete it on their own in 

preparation for the accompanying Voice Lesson. 

 Voice lessons. 
 
 After reading the text students engage in an activity where they try out 

writing with voice based on the relevant literature model. Students begin the 

lessons by engaging in a found poem activity where students take powerful 

words and phrases from the text and construct their own poem from it. By the 

third lesson students should be able to write with voice from the relevant texts 

more independently.  

 Writing groups. 
  
 Organize students into peer writing groups of no more than four students. 

Students share the writing they produced in the Voice Lesson with their writing 

group. This should be done consistently during the draft stage to elicit student 

interactions around writing. 

 
.



39 

VI: Implementation and Revision of the Proof is in the Poetry 
 

The school  

 
 My High School (MHS) is situated in a working class suburban 

neighborhood down the street from two charter schools.  Taking up sixty-five 

acres of land, MHS is one of the largest high schools in the County. Three years 

ago the population at MHS was 2,339 while current data shows over 2,000 

students attend MHS. According to the California Department of Education 

(2012), the API score summarizes a school’s academic performance on state 

tests. While the average API score for other schools in the district is 808, MHS’s 

current 729 API score is an increase of thirty points from the previous year.  MHS 

is in year 5 of “Program Improvement” as part of the No Child Left Behind school 

accountability system also referred to as the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act or ESEA. MHS was designated as a Program Improvement school 

when it did not meet benchmark goals set for all schools regardless of 

socioeconomic status. By the year 2014 all students at all schools will be 

expected to be proficient. 

 Since 60% of students receive free and reduced lunch, MHS is considered 

a Title I school and thus receives Title I funding entitled by the ESEA.  Title I 

requires accountability that schools are making Adequate Yearly Progress or 

AYP to their neediest student groups. Schools that fail to meet their AYP go into 

Program Improvement.  
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 Drawing from ethnicities in the surrounding neighborhood, MHS hosts an 

ethnically diverse group of students as shown in Figure 1.  

Figure 1. Ethnicity distribution at MHS, 2010-2011. 

 Although the district allows for 36 students per class, the average class 

size at MHS in 2012-2013 was only 29. The classes that go above the average at 

MHS are the Seminar and Advanced Placement classes. A major difference 

between the advanced and the regular English class is the lack of students 

identified as Special Needs in these weighted classes. Classes that have a large 

amount of students with Individualized Education Plan’s are assigned a co-

teacher who is credentialed in the area of Special Education. 

The teacher 

 
 Three days after starting my first teaching job in a middle school, the two 

twin towers fell in New York City. While I was prepared to teach I did not learn 
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how to deal with issues such as this in my teaching program: how to talk to 

students about real issues at a time of terror and trauma. This time sticks out as 

a thematic truth throughout my career. How could I see this type of event as a 

learning experience for all students? I was afraid to ask the students to consider 

relevant issues for fear that I would find out something about my students that I 

was uncomfortable with and that as a novice teacher I would not be able to 

handle. This early experience shaped my role as an educator to allow for risk 

when necessary.  

 My experience of being an advisor for five years at a small alternative high 

school followed this initial work and it encouraged me to think of writing as an 

authentic experience. The students interned at businesses in the community.  

Many of the students were given authentic writing projects by their internship 

mentors. In one instance a student doing an internship at a museum worked hard 

to make a self-tour brochure perfect in the eyes of his mentor. He handed in draft 

after draft and kept revising until it suited the mentor’s expectations. In the 

classroom this same student would do the assigned writing but not with the same 

gusto as for his internship. So I came to the conclusion that providing students 

with feedback from someone that cared seemed to be important to making 

writing meaningful.  

 As a published poet I am most engaged in poetry when I am immersed in 

reading poetry, writing and talking with others about it. The experience of working 

towards publishing my writing also became inspiration for pursuing a project that 

incorporated not only poetry but also voice. Through poetry I have explored my 
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own voice and although students of course have their own identity they generally 

lack voice in their writing. I wanted to figure out a way to connect what I know 

about writing poetry and voice to engage students in regular writing groups so my 

writing classroom could be a place for authentic writing experiences. 

 My teaching assignment included four periods of 9th grade non-honors 

English classes. A regular class at MHS is not simply defined and requires an 

analysis of some of the language associated with differentiating the classes. 

Classes range from the most advanced to the least advanced in content classes 

(English, math, science and history): Seminar, Advanced, Honors, Cluster and 

non-honors. The three former groups are weighted on the students’ transcript, 

meaning students could graduate with well over a 4.0 G.P.A., thus increasing 

their chances at getting into an institution of higher education.  

 In a non-weighted English class, the largest population of students score 

at a “basic level.” This designation, according to the CST, means they show low 

competence in the subject area. In weighted English classes, on the other hand, 

the proportion is heavily “proficient” which means that these students show 

competence in the subject area according to the test (see Figure 2). 



43 

 

 

Figure 2. CST score distribution for an Advanced 9th grade English class at 
MHS, 2010-2011.  

 
 

 Figure 2 and 3 show the comparison between achievement levels of two 9th 

grade classes at MHS according to the California State Standards Test from the 

2011-2012 school year. The district provided the information in Figures 2 and 3. 

The orange and green areas show the proportion of students who achieved 

scores that are “advanced” and “proficient” while the other colors represent 

students who are “below proficiency” for English. Students understand that non-

honors classes are composed of the students who score at lower levels. All of my 

classes had this type of student composition. As a result I spent a significant 

amount of time planning activities that were motivating to my students and 

boosted their self-confidence as writers.  In addition, I needed to provide 
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instruction that was standards-based and connected to the overall scope and 

sequence of MHS’s English department.  

 
Figure 3. CST score distribution for a regular 9th grade English class at 

MHS, 2010-2011.  
 
 Although the test scores show differences when comparing both the 

advanced and regular English classes, the test is not always an accurate 

indicator of what the student is capable of in English class. While a test score is 

supposed to be a measure of student achievement in a given area, it is not 

always accurate. Many times it is the teacher’s expectations and classroom 

environment that are influential in determining student success (Langer, 2001). 

The PIP curriculum did use CST scores as a place to start because the test 

score was used to determine how the student was placed in a non-honors 

English class rather than an honors class (Ladson-Billings, 2005). Other issues 

impinge upon how students score on standardized tests. Students having 
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difficulties in their home or experiencing a difficult health situation may have a 

different year-to-year range of scores. Due to these impinging factors, a student’s 

scores can fluctuate wildly from year to year (Berends et al.,1995; Gay, 2010).  

Especially in schools where many of the students come from socioeconomically 

diverse backgrounds such as the students at MHS, upheavals in some of their 

young lives greatly affect the way the students perform on the tests, daily school 

attendance and success in school. When planning for diverse students, I needed 

to look to more broadly and consider each student’s experience to justify how I 

developed my classroom curriculum.   

The students 

 
 The implementation occurred in two ninth grade classes of 31 students 

each.  Approximately ten of the students in each class are identified as Special 

Needs and thus have an Instructional Education Plan (I.E.P). Out of my four 

periods of ninth graders I chose two classes based on similar demographics, 

CST test scores from the previous year and number of students. Figures 4 and 5.  

illustrate a comparison between students’ test score data. The district provided 

the data for Figures 4 and 5. For a variety of reasons some students’ test scores 

were not available for the 2010-2011 test year. I wanted the classes to be as 

similar as possible to have a larger sample size. Both classes represent normal 

issues educators confront when dealing with the needs of a large class such as 

students that lack daily attendance, poor nutrition that impedes school learning 

and disengaged behaviors. 
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Figure 4. CST scores for Group A at MHS, 2010-2011. 

 
Figure 5. CST scores for Group B at MHS, 2010-2011.  
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Implementation 

 
 PIP constitutes an instructional approach to teaching and learning 

designed to be used with students from a range of demographics. It teaches 

students how to collaborate as writers, creates engaging and authentic learning 

opportunities, uses texts that are relevant to the interests and experiences of the 

students, and it provides a context in which students generate voice. 

 I created the Proof is in the Poetry (PIP) unit so that my students could 

generate their own voice through collaboration with other student writers and 

reading strong examples of voice, a practice which is central to both developing a 

writer’s identity and writing with voice. The PIP unit was designed to empower 

students to see themselves and others as writers. The creation of this project 

came after attempting to guide students through a personal narrative unit early 

on in the school year where we incorporated an early version of a writing group.  

 
 Pre-implementation activities. 
 
 In October students wrote a personal narrative on topics ranging from 

watching a football game to caring for a sick relative. I made copies for each 

member of their writing group. The students informally joined each other in 

writing groups to provide feedback to their peers. The writing groups were made 

up of the six students seated at a single table.  Students were provided only with 

their peers’ narratives as well as a protocol that asked them to give feedback 

using the protocol, “praise, question, wish.”  When students use this protocol they 

read the student’s text, then provide written feedback by first saying what they 
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liked about the student’s work, asking a question to the writer about their text and 

lastly they say what they wish the writer did differently. I mentally noted that the 

students were engaged in groups although when the feedback forms were turned 

into me along with their final drafts, I observed that students were vague in their 

feedback even though they had been highly interactive in groups.  Comments 

like “I like how descriptive you are” and “you have a lot of punctuation errors” 

were commonly written.  At this time I was sure that the process was engaging to 

the students, however they needed more practice and instruction in the area of 

feedback. 

 I observed students acting very differently in these groups than they had 

prior to this first writing group. They were excited to talk to each other, on task 

and beginning to create their own organization of how their group would run. As a 

group they made many decisions: whose work they would read first and would 

they read it to themselves or would the writer read it out loud. Based on the 

students’ comments, there were changes that needed to be made to support 

students with the content of their feedback. I wanted students’ comments to 

become more specific and less vague. If peers were part of the writing process 

throughout the evolution of a piece, how would this participation change the way 

the class functioned? I wanted the attention to be on student feedback that 

praised and suggested ways they may change their drafts and less on evaluative 

teacher feedback to see if this would promote more engagement in student 

writing work.  
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 Two other activities were central to the development of this project. The 

“Step into the Circle” activity (see Appendix) conducted in December helped me 

understand what issues the students faced in their lives. Students made a circle 

in the center of the classroom. Students read a statement and then stepped into 

the circle if the statement was true for them and remained outside if it was not. 

Days following the activity many students asked if we could do the “Step into the 

Circle” activity again. These requests told me that they enjoyed listening to the 

lives of their classmates. I needed to figure out some way to make this a regular 

activity in my class.  

 I decided that rather than assigning a multiple-choice test during midterms 

I would try giving students choice and assign students to write a personal  

Figure 6. Personal narrative prompts. 

narrative from one of three prompts shown in Figure 6. The prompts came from 

an online source (Learning Express, 2003). Out of all four of my ninth grade 

English classes no one picked the first prompt. When I asked students why they 

did not pick prompt A many of them said it was too difficult to figure out. The 

majority of students picked B. When classifying student topics addressed in their 

A. Martin Luther King, Jr., said that he wished for the day when his 
children “would be judged not by the color of their skin but by the 
content of their character.” Write about a time in your life when 
the content of your character was tested. 
B. People often say “Don’t judge a book by its cover.” Describe a 
time when you misjudged someone based on his or her 
appearance or when someone misjudged you. 
C. When we reflect upon our childhood, we often come back to a few 
key events that had a major impact on us. Tell about one of those 
defining events from your childhood. 
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personal narratives, I noticed the students who wrote about prompt B wrote 

about race, personal appearance, personality, and family background (see 

Figure 7).   

 
Figure 7. Collected personal narrative midterm topics. 

 
This information prompted me to consider a thematic unit around student identity 

and community as a relevant way to tap into the students’ interests as we also 

worked in groups to develop voice in student writing.  

 Thus, PIP is broken into three phases: Feedback Coaching, Reading for 

FL.O.W. and Voice. These phases are further defined in Table 3. 
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Table 3. PIP implementation phases and associated lessons. 
Phase One: 
Feedback 
coaching 

Phase Two:  
Reading for FL.O.W. 

Phase Three:  
Voice Lessons 

Writing folder 
observations 
 

Voice lesson 1,2 and 
3 

Writing group 
interviews 

Introduce FL.O.W.: 
(Figurative Language, 
Organization and Writer) 
 
 

 
Writing Group 1, 2 
and 3 

Feedback 
Practice/ 
Constructive 
feedback quiz  

Practice FL.O.W. by reading 
relevant texts  

 
Public Reading  

 
 Phase 1: Feedback coaching. 
 
 Day One 
 
 Prior to this implementation in late February, I had collected all student 

writing from September in individualized writing folders. Additional student writing 

was contained in their individual journals where they collected notes, quick writes 

and short writing exercises. I passed out the writing folders to students and I 

asked them to review the contents in their writing folder and make a list in their 

journal of what they noticed about themselves as writers. They spent five minutes 

looking at their work and made lists of five to ten observations. I asked them to 

list all of the things they do as writers. In her journal Gail wrote, “I was a really 

bad writer back then, I misspelled so much stuff.” I noticed this activity gave 

students a sense of their writing performance in the class thus far.  

 During this practice, I noticed many students shared their writing with 

another person at their table. I asked students to give their folder to another 

person at their table to let see what they noticed and to verbally let their partner 
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know what they observed in their peer’s work. Although I asked students to work 

only with one other person I observed many students working as whole groups. 

One group told Muhammed that he was good at staying on topic, used good 

details and spelled well. 

 Day Two 

 I told the students that they would interview each other to find out more 

about their classmates as writers. I instructed the students to respond to the 

three questions on the “Writing Group Interview Teacher and Student Questions” 

handout (see Appendix): what do you feel good at as a writer?, generally, when 

do you get the most stuck writing?, and what kinds of genres and topics do you 

like writing? I instructed students to add two of their own questions that would 

help them get to know each other. I asked students to talk to someone at a 

different table. Students were more reluctant because they were used to working 

with the same group and this task required them to work with new people.  

 After students settled down at another table I rotated through the room to 

check on the questions they had written for other people to answer. I gave the 

students five minutes to meet with their partner. Interestingly enough, students 

tended to forget about asking my questions at all and asked only their questions. 

I had to clarify that I also wanted them to ask my questions as well as their own. 

However, students were much more interested in asking their own questions to 

the students. For example, Dan wrote, “how do you get a topic? and what do you 

like to do?” Muhammed wrote, “how do you start your topic or story so strong?” 

and “how do you give a lot of details?” Whether or not they asked my questions, 
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their conversations were still focused on writing and many students observed that 

this process helped them get to know other students’ writing habits. They then 

used this information to rate the peer responses based on who would be a good 

fit for them in a writing group. 

 Once students had a chance to rate their peer buddies, I reviewed the 

results. I partnered students up with the student they rated the highest because I 

wanted to increase student engagement by giving them a choice. Because my 

tables had been set up for groups of six, I wanted to limit groups to four per 

group. I noticed in groups of six, students would naturally partner off so I thought 

that in smaller groups there may be a better chance for collaboration among all 

group members. In most instances I partnered students up with someone with 

whom I have observed them working previously. However, I made sure that I 

partnered the student pair up with another pair with whom they had not worked 

on other collaborative assignments because I wanted to see if trust between all 

the students would occur as part of writing groups. 

 After students left the room I created the list of student partners for writing 

groups. I typed it up and posted the groups on the wall. Although I had asked 

students to choose their partner by rating their peers’ responses as part of the 

writing interview activity, I realized that I did not give explicit enough information 

about how I would use the responses from the previous task. A couple of 

students wondered how I formed the groups even though I had let them know 

this information previously.  
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 Day Three 

 When students walked into the classroom the next day and saw the lists of 

group members, they immediately had many negative opinions about the groups. 

They remarked that they wanted to switch groups because they liked another 

student better or because they were more comfortable with someone else. Up to 

this point students had been sitting with the same group of people since the 

beginning of the year. They had developed a comfort and trust with this group of 

people and now I had dismantled the group and they would have to create 

comfort and trust with a new group. 

 After I formed groups and students sat with their new group members I 

decided they needed to do a couple of activities as a group in order to gain each 

other’s trust. I gave students a handout to find out what students knew about 

feedback. The prompts were: “Feedback is…” and “The reason for feedback 

is…”(Definition of Feedback, see Appendix). I will go into this activity and the 

results from it in more detail in the evaluation chapter.  

 Day Four 

Since we would be working with Edmodo during the third writing group, I 

decided this would be a good time to quiz students (Constructive Feedback Quiz, 

see Appendix) see what they understood about constructive feedback. Edmodo 

is an online program for classrooms that allows teachers to create quizzes, form 

small groups, and post assignments. From the student perspective they create 

an account and can turn work in, take a quiz and participate in the small group. 

Since Edmodo was new to my students I needed a way to get them used to the 
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program prior to beginning implementation. This quiz would provide an 

opportunity to get them used to Edmodo’s format as well as give an opportunity 

to ease them into their new groups. By doing an activity that did not involve them 

commenting on student writing right away it would give them time to gain 

experience interacting with each other and at the same time get allow me to get 

information about what they understood about constructive feedback.  

 
Figure 8. Constructive feedback quiz sample results from question 1 and 

question 5 in Edmodo. 
 

After the quiz I shared the results on the SmartBoard. We discussed the 

two questions shown in Figure 9 because these were samples of the kinds of 

comments that I heard from students in the writing group in October. When I 

asked students to tell me why these two questions were not examples of 

constructive feedback, many students stated that they do not tell the other 

student what to do differently. I realized that students would need more practice 

with feedback. 
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Table 4. Student feedback protocol 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Day Five 
 A major purpose of the PIP curriculum was to coach students on peer 

feedback, and my main objective was to make sure they could use basic 

feedback structures (see Table 4). I was worried the students would not know 

where to start in giving meaningful feedback so I thought that I would have to 

give them a very structured approach through a feedback protocol. I asked 

students to choose one piece of writing from their writing folder and hand this 

writing to their partner. I observed students diligently working with their writing 

group peer and giving positive feedback to each other. Students did not follow 

the feedback protocol. As I circulated during their group work time many students 

stated that this protocol was too confusing.  

 The outcome of this practice writing group was that students got to know 

the members of their group, they were building trust in their group by providing 

Role of the Writer Role of the Listener 

• Ask a question to the listener. 
This is not the time to comment 
on mechanics (grammar, 
punctuation, spelling). 

• Do you have their 
feedback form to take 
notes on? 

• Read your writing out loud slowly 
two times. 

• Listen and think about 
your response to the 
writer’s question. 

• Were they correct in how they say 
back what they heard in your 
writing? 

• Tell back the writer what 
you heard them say in 
their writing. 

• Think about if you agree with the 
suggestions the listener makes. 
Do they answer your original 
question about writing? 

• Tell them what was 
confusing and answer 
their feedback question. 
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positive feedback and practicing what it meant to be in a writing group. This 

outcome helped lay the foundation for what would come later as we moved into 

the second phase of the project. Students now had a better sense of what it 

meant to give constructive feedback. 

 Phase 2: Reading for FL.O.W. 
 
 Day Six 
 
 Disciplined inquiry is part of an authentic framework (Newmann, 1996). In 

order for students to understand the language of the discipline we need to talk 

and think about it. During this second phase of the PIP project students learned 

academic language they would later apply in writing groups. Students would be 

able to communicate in the genre and theme we were studying. This became 

clearer to me when I introduced the concept of Figurative Language, 

Organization and Writer (FL.O.W.). I came up with this mnemonic device after 

studying the work on Self Regulated Strategy Development (Harris & Graham, 

2011). Writing is a thinking process and students need strategies which they can 

easily replicate and writing becomes second nature. 

 When introducing the FL.O.W. strategy to the students, students copied it 

down in their journals. Next to each of the terms listed, I asked them to 

brainstorm at their table groups what ideas they had about what each of the 

terms meant. The list we came up with in both classes is described in Figure 9. I 

wanted students to see the concept of FL.O.W. integrated within powerful texts  
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Figure 9. FL.O.W. strategy 
 

 
that we would be later reading I also wanted to give students a way of talking and 

thinking about texts that demonstrated powerful use of language.  

 When I introduced FL.O.W. I also introduced the genre of poetry. I 

presented the question, “What is poetry?”  Students discussed their responses 

and I listed what they said: a way to express yourself, power in words, short story 

put into rhyme, real world stuff, release of emotions. The introduction both to 

poetry and FL.O.W. allowed students to have common language to use as we 

tackled the readings I had chosen for models. I decided after these brainstorming 

activities that I would go into more detail with voice and integrate figurative 

language and organization as we examined how voice was used within these 

literature models. In deciding on texts to use to illustrate powerful language I 

drew from the issues students identified in their personal narratives as topics of 

interest. I wanted to move students beyond the organization and mechanics of 

writing and draw their attention to the writer’s voice, the “W” in FL.O.W.  

Figurative  

Language: simile, metaphor, imagery, sensory language 

Organization: line breaks, stanzas (paragraphs in poetry), repetition, 

rhyme, beginning, middle and end 

Writer (Voice): they’re putting it in their own words, 1st person, informal 

language, speaker, tone, diction 
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 I supported students to understand use of the FL.O.W. strategy by 

introducing the terms on the document camera (FL.O.W. 1, see Appendix). I 

could see that students had a basic understanding of figurative language. They 

gave the examples “similes,” “metaphors,” “sensory language” and 

“personification.” As I listed these on a sample chart, students noted that 

sometimes figurative language is also imagery when a writer is describing a 

situation in detail.  

 Day Seven 

 I explained that we would listen to two songs and I handed out the song 

lyrics for each. I told students to listen to the songs and see if they could identify 

the writer. I used the word writer not singer to suggest that we would view these 

two artists as songwriters. I intentionally picked Tupac and Bob Marley because I 

knew they would all be very familiar with Tupac and not as familiar with Bob 

Marley. First we listened to Bob Marley (Marley,1980, track 10), and we 

discussed what made it a Bob Marley song. Students responded  

with comments like “what he wrote about,” “he talks about freedom,” “I have not 

listened to enough Bob Marley to know.” 

 After listening to Tupac (Shakur,1993, track 11), students also responded 

with “his name is in the lyrics,” “he writes about men mistreating women and 

being a good father,” and “he writes about racism.” Students noticed that in order 

to understand voice they need to read more than just one piece by that writer and 

that writers generally write about similar topics that shape their life experience. 

As we discussed the lyrics, students said that they would really have to listen to 
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more Bob Marley music to understand his voice. Students understood that voice 

is something that carries into other writing and so I knew they were getting clear 

about how a writer’s voice impacts the text they write. 

 Day Eight 

 Next, students explored issues that come up in their own lives. I started by 

asking them to brainstorm in their journals using the handout “Brainstorming 

Issues Related to Your Life” (see Appendix) in at least three of the following 

areas: World, Community, School, Friends and Family and Self. I put the handout 

on the document camera for the students to see. I briefly defined each of these 

topics. I had to redefine community as their neighborhood. After about seven 

minutes, I asked the class to discuss what they wrote. Prior to this discussion I 

had instructed them to say what category the issue was related to. As they 

shared their responses, I jotted them down using the document camera. Figure 

10 shows the list that was compiled from Group A and B. 
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Figure 10. Collected responses from Groups A and B on “Brainstorming 
Issues.” 

 

Although the PIP project identifies issues of race and stereotype as important to 

students’ lives, my students’ responses were unique to my classes based on 

their own individual experiences. What surprised me were the comments they 

made when they wrote about community and school. There were a lot of issues 

that I tended to leave out of the curriculum that may prove to be engaging to the 

students. My hope was that these issues might lead students to writing topics 

that would evoke their voice as we moved toward the third phase of the project.  

 Day Nine 

 The following day I continued moving into supporting students to identify 

voice in the works of other writers.  Since I had so much success getting students 

to recognize voice in the songs, I decided to use performance poetry: in 

Koyzcan’s (2013) moving narrative poem describes his personal experience as a 

victim of bullying and then connects his experience with others. Some of my 

students had written about the experience of being bullied in their midterm 

 Group A Group B 
World littering, global 

warming, pollution, 
war, poverty, violence 

pollution, violence, 
world hunger 

Community gangs, shootings, 
selling drugs 

graffiti, gang violence, 
cops 

School grades, stress, low 
test scores 

being successful, 
bullying, harassment 

Friends and 
Family 

argument, jealousy, 
divorce 

trust, divorce, 
argument 

Self procrastination, self-
centered, insecure, 
shy 

confidence, 
emotional, respectful 
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essays and in the “Brainstorm Issues” activity referred to earlier. I chose the 

video because of its relevance to the students but also because of his speaking 

voice and word choice are good examples of powerful voice expressed through 

language that resonates. Before starting the video I had the following directions 

on the Smartboard. Students wrote quietly for five minutes in their journals in 

response to one of the prompts in Figure 11.  

Write about a time when you were bullied, called names or made fun of in a 

way that embarrassed you. Did this change your mind about who you are? 

or  

Write about a time when someone made fun of your dreams. 

Figure 11. Writing prompts for “To This Day for the Bullied and the 
Beautiful.” 

 
 

 Before the video began I handed out a transcript of the talk. The directions 

I had typed on the top of the transcript were “Annotate for Figurative Language, 

Organization and Writer’s Voice.” I also gave all students highlighters. Right 

before starting the video I asked students to highlight places where they noticed 

him using powerful language. During the video students were quiet and engaged. 

I observed some students writing notes on the transcript and most students were 

highlighting examples of powerful language in the text I had given them. As I 

walked around the class, I noticed that some students had not written a response 

to the questions in Figure 11. So, after the video I told the students to write for 

five minutes again in response to the video and I noticed that the students that 

hadn’t written anything before now had something to write about. Figure 12 
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illustrates Kiy’s response from Group A. It is a poignant example of a student 

finding his or her voice in that it connects the theme from the relevant text to an 

aspect of her life outside of school. 

 

 

Figure 12. Student sample response to Koyczan (2013). 
 
When I asked students to share their writing, students made comments like the 

video was powerful and strong and bullies could reflect on his message. Three 

students from Group B who I would deem reluctant readers and writers asked if 

they could take the text home with them. One student commented to me, that 

she wanted to take the text home with him because it is so relevant and she 

loved it. Another student said he loved it, because he speaks the truth.  

 Day Ten 

 After getting students’ responses to the video, I asked them to work in 

groups to complete one FL.O.W chart which they would present to the class on 

the document camera. Students volunteered to remind us what the different parts 

in FL.O.W. stood for and many students could easily see this from flipping 
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through their journals to find the work we had done days prior. Students worked 

in groups for 10 minutes completing the FL.O.W. chart (FL.O.W. 2, see 

Appendix). After students were done working I had one volunteer per group 

come up to the document camera to present their group’s notes from the 

FL.O.W. handout. Although many groups cited lines from the text they felt had 

voice, one group in particular wrote these lines from the transcript to show voice: 

“Standing up for yourself doesn’t mean embracing violence” and “He got called 

names and he got his dreams made fun of.” Another group wrote, “He struggled 

a lot during his teenage years and he was bullied.” These examples represent 

some of the ideas shared by the other groups in the class. I noticed from this 

activity that students understood that voice is related to the writer’s experience 

and is conveyed through the writer’s use of powerful language. When I collected 

the handouts from each group I noted which lines students indicated most 

frequently from Koyczan (2013): 

• This is who I am, this is how I stand up for myself. 

• She doesn’t think she’s beautiful because of a birthmark that takes 

up little less than half her face. 

• School halls are battlegrounds. 

• I get altitude sickness just from standing up for myself. 

 Day Eleven 

 Because students seemed to have a clear understanding of voice I 

decided that I would explicitly ask them to define voice. The following day after 

listening to and identifying FL.O.W. in Koyzcan (2013) I put a blank piece of white 
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paper and markers at each table group. I told the students to write a definition of 

voice in your groups and to turn in one definition per table.  The following 

comments represent some typical student examples defining voice: 

• Voice is how the writer speaks talks and writes. (Group B) 

• Voice reflects your inner self loud and clear. (Group A) 

 I then assigned students to read a personal essay (Sanders, 1987).  

Although the focus for the PIP project is on the genre of poetry, I chose to look at 

personal essays in the beginning so that they could hear many longer examples 

of writers using powerful language indicating voice. As a writer myself I find it 

difficult to understand voice in poetry without reading a lot of poetry by the same 

writer. With this in mind, I found it important to give students an opportunity to 

investigate voice in longer works like Koyczan (2013) and Sanders (1987). These 

are two texts that are not only powerful examples of the use of voice but also 

connect well to the experiences and topics some of the class had written about in 

their midterm essays. 

 While introducing this new essay to the students, I reminded them about 

our search for voice in Koyzcan’s writing. Many students had noticed that voice 

came from the author’s choice of words and use of figurative language.  I passed 

out highlighters to each student in the class. The students already had a lot of 

previous experience in my class annotating texts. I decided to read Sander’s 

essay out loud and told students to highlight powerful words and images similar 

to when we had listened to Koyzcan. I kept the directions for annotating simple 

because I wanted to keep this task focused on language not on figuring out the 
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directions. After all, being able to express yourself can be the hardest part of 

writing for struggling writers. When I was done reading a student turned to me 

and asked, “Was that a poem?” This comment helped lead a conversation about 

poetic elements that came the next day. 

 Phase 3: Writing with voice. 
 
 Day Twelve and Thirteen 
 
 After we shared our list of powerful words and images students were 

shown an example of what I wanted the outcome to be. On the document 

camera I placed the ten words I had cut up and I organized them the way I 

wanted to use them in my writing. I shared some of the labels I have been given 

with respect to my own gender, work, race and age. I did this to show the 

students that their poems should be focused on the theme of their identity in a 

community. Figure 13 illustrates the directions I gave to the students.  

 I told the students that the theme of their writing was Personal Identity in a 

Community. I also told the students they would be sharing their writing out loud at 

the Public Reading. This information was received with mixed reactions. Most 

students did not want to share their writing with anyone. Many said that they 

would be absent that day or that they are not sharing their writing with anyone. I 

wanted to make sure they knew whom their audience would be in order to create 

an authentic purpose for their writing. I chose this as our theme because just as I 

had had them reading relevant literature I also wanted them producing relevant 

texts that may serve as models for our unit. 
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1. Cut out or using the computer write at least 5-10 of the most powerful 

language phrases (not sentences) or words that connect with the theme. 

2. Space or arrange the 5-10 words so that they’re poem-like either cut 

them out or do this on a computer. Pay attention to line breaks, layout, 

and other elements that will emphasize important words or significant 

ideas in the poem. 

3. Add mostly your own words to make it flow. 

4. You can space words out so that they are all alone or allruntogether. 

You can also put key words on lines by themselves. 

5. Final draft: Typed or handwritten with proper heading and a really great 

title! 

Figure 13. Directions for found poem activity 

After introducing these steps in Figure 13, I wrote the following poem by 

modeling my thinking in front of the students:  

Heavy as canvas 

some of them look at me 

first thing in the morning 

as if I dragged them out of bed 

The skin of their faces 

tired and anticipating the day. 

Some tattooed with battle scars 

emblems of racial hatred 

they’ve labored with their bodies 
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and slaved with their minds. 

 

The italicized phrases are from the original essay by Sanders (1987). After I 

showed the students my example, and while I was still in the front of the class, 

Muhammed (Group A) asked me, “Was that a poem?” I asked him what made 

him think it was and he said, “The writer used powerful language.”  

 Students then read the text on their own and made a list of the powerful 

words that they had highlighted while reading the text. Students listed these 

words on a piece of lined paper. I told students to cut up at least fifteen words 

that could be used for a poem on the theme (Personal Identity in a Community). 

Students worked on writing a poem using the directions for Voice Lesson #1 as 

shown in the appendix. I chose the text by Sanders (1987) to provide students 

with a sense of writing with voice and a way to easily approach poetry. I gave 

each table group a copy of the directions. Students had a choice of either 

handwriting the poem or typing it.  

 Students enjoyed the activity since the majority of the students turned in 

their work which was unusual for writing assignments in the past. Many students 

I would consider struggling writers were able to produce writing for writing 

groups. Students met as writing groups for the first time since Phase One. 

Students had been sitting with their writing groups working through the Phase 

One and Phase Two activities. I purposefully kept them in their groups to get 

them used to working with each other to build trust. I felt like this was an 

important move based on students’ responses to the writing groups a couple 
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weeks prior. Completing the writing for this first writing group took three days. It 

took one class period to list the words and cut them out. The next two days were 

spent writing the poem. Because students work at different speeds I needed to 

give time to get as much work as possible so that the groups could function. As 

students finished their poems they turned their writing in to me.  After class with 

Group A, Sarah deliberately came up to me and said that she was good at poetry 

and she liked what we were doing. I probed her about this comment and she 

expressed that she has not had opportunities like this in school before. 

  
 Day Fourteen 
 

The day of the first writing group I had enough copies of students’ work for 

each member of the group. Because students’ access to technology at home 

differs from student to student, I felt it would be more efficient to make copies for 

students. Students were expecting to be in writing groups because I had told 

them that once we were done with “Voice Lesson 1” we would have our first 

writing group.   

In setting up for writing groups I integrated Elbow’s concept of the 

“teacherless writing class” (1998, p.107). The following are the instructions I 

adapted and posted on the Smartboard for the students to use for their first 

writing group. 
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How to Have a Writing Group: 

1. Distribute all copies to the group. 

2. Choose what order you will rotate. 

3. Before you begin tell the group what you want feedback on. 

4. At the bottom of the paper everyone writes feedback on the 

copies in the form of P.S. (Praise and Suggestion) 

5. Make sure you give the verbal and written feedback to your 

peer. 

Figure 14. Directions for the first writing group. 

 In the pre-implementation writing group I had made the instructions too 

structured, and so I decided it would be better to give them a more open-ended 

procedure as indicated in Figure 14. Prior to beginning I also handed out a 

comment form that they would complete so that I could note the feedback they 

wrote on peers’ papers. I did not want to collect all of their papers because they 

would need the comments to revise. I reminded students about the notes they 

had taken in their journals regarding the difference between constructive and 

evaluative feedback. Students met in writing groups for one fifty-minute class 

period. During this writing group session I noticed Dan showing Bernabe (Group 

A) what to do. Sarah was rewriting her work so it would make more sense to her 

group. Mike observed that everyone was writing a poem about war. In Group B, 

once students had completed writing groups David, a struggling writer, told me 

that he actually did it. At the end of the class period I collected the feedback form 

from students (Writing Group #1 Reflection, see Appendix). I then let students 
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know that we would be working on our poems based on the feedback they got 

from group members.  

 Day Fifteen  

 The next day I gave students time to read over the comments they got 

from others and make changes to their writing. Mike from Group B came to me in 

the beginning of class having gone home to rewrite his poem and he said that he 

made his poem better and that he thought it was the best thing he had ever 

written. This student had asked me if he could do the Voice Lesson activity 

based on the Koyzcan text instead of the Sanders text. I allowed him to do it. For 

these students and some others the “lightbulb” came on, but this did not happen 

for everyone. Some students did not know what to do with their writing because 

of the nature of the feedback from other students.   

 Many students felt like the feedback was either too nice or too evaluative. 

They said things like “I got feedback but it was all good feedback” and so they did 

not know what to change. I talked to one student and he said his group just said 

all the things they liked but did not say what he could do better.    

Day Sixteen 

After this first writing group, it became clear that continuing to coach 

students to write feedback that was meaningful to the other students would be a 

difficult task. I addressed the issue with the class the next day and shared a 

couple examples from the feedback forms. I then showed students an example of 

a poem a former student had written (Susan, see Appendix). I read the poem out 

loud, then I told students that we were going to practice giving this student 
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constructive feedback in the form of a P.S. One student commented “like what 

you would write at the bottom of a letter.” I told them “P” is for praise and “S” is 

for suggestion. In an early writing group I had insisted on a praise, a question, 

and a wish but realized that students were writing the same thing for both the 

wish and question.  Students then practiced on their copy of the student’s poem 

writing P.S. at the bottom of the paper. Some students chose to use this structure 

and others did not. Muhammed from Group A wrote, “The writer did a good job 

talking about her home and what happens in her community. She also did a good 

job using similes.” Many students wrote similar comments to this student 

including praise and suggestion within the comments they wrote.  

Day Seventeen 

  In preparation for the next writing group we read two poems. I distributed 

the poems “I Am What I Am” as well as “Child of the Americas” (Morales & 

Morales, 1986). During Group B, Eve volunteered to read “I Am What I Am” 

aloud. After students heard the poems, I asked them to annotate the poems 

using the FL.O.W. strategy (FL.O.W. 3, see Appendix). I told students to 

annotate the text for organization.  I noticed this time I did not need to go over the 

strategy with the students because they were familiar with this step.  

The discussion began with “I Am What I Am.” Students in both classes 

noticed that Morales and Morales (1986) broke the poem into parts divided by 

race, country, music and language. I wrote down students in my observation 

notes as they commented: “It’s like a conversation” and another student said, “Or 

an argument.” Larry said “race” and Muhammed said “things that people say to 
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her that make her mad.” I gave students a class period to complete their 

annotations and FL.O.W. chart.  

Day Eighteen 

 The following day students got started drafting their poem. I gave students 

a copy of Voice Lesson #2 (see Appendix) with an example of my own poem. I 

gave the students limited verbal instructions other than letting them know that 

their writing would be going to Group B for this next piece and vice versa. They 

were not excited to have their papers read by another class. I redirected them to 

the handout. I read my sample poem to them and told the students they could 

choose to write from either poem which ever appealed to them. I reminded 

students that it was a draft and it did not need to be perfect. Students wrote 

diligently for the class period. I collected all of their writing and had students write 

their name on the back of the paper so I could hand it back to them after the 

second writing group.  

 Day Nineteen 

 The next day as we were getting ready for the second writing group I 

reminded students about the writing group procedure and to give praise and 

suggestion to each person. I decided to adapt a handout called “Cue Cards” after 

Harris and Graham (2006). This handout would serve as a guide to the students 

on use of the language of feedback if they needed it. I briefly reviewed the 

components on the handout and left a couple copies at each table.  Although I 

tried hard to make sure everything was organized some students did not turn in 

their writing.  This affected the management of the class and the process 
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students were using during this class period. I am unsure if students did not turn 

this assignment in because of fear of that another class would read their work.   

But this is a likely assumption since feedback was, for the first time, provided by 

another group of students than what the students had been accustomed to using.  

 The students who finished early had more time to continue to work on 

their revisions while the rest of the class gave feedback on assigned papers. 

During the writing groups I heard quite a few more negative comments. For 

example, Shauna, Group A, commented that they should know how to spell. 

However, I did observe students using the “Cue Card” handout.  These students 

still stuck to using the sentence stems on the student papers to indicate what 

they liked, not what they were confused by or what would improve the writing.  

 Day Twenty 

 The next day when I gave the feedback to the students, they commented 

that the feedback was not nice. They were visibly upset by the feedback they got 

from the other class. Some of the feedback was the same on all of their papers 

as if they copied it from each other. Only one group verbally said they received 

helpful feedback. The proportion of students who did not like the feedback they 

got was overwhelming. I found a lot of their papers in the trash at the end of the 

class period. I asked students what we could do differently next time and a 

couple students stated that they should keep feedback groups in our class 

because they more easily trusted feedback given by students within their own 

class. 
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 Day Twenty-One  
 
 In order to prepare students for the Public Reading in the library, I wanted 

to give students one more experience with writing from text models and also one 

last experience with a feedback group. From the previous writing group 

experience I learned that we should keep the feedback within the same class. 

Because my class had prior experience annotating on the computer and 

uploading these annotations to Edmodo, I decided to try this process with the 

small group function in Edmodo. I categorized the students in the same small 

groups they had been in throughout the PIP project.  

 For this round of using text models to inspire and give structure to my 

students’ writing, we began by listening to poets reading their poems. I found 

recordings for “Knock Knock” (Beaty, 2010), “We Real Cool” (Brooks, 1983) and 

“Mother to Son” (Hughes, 1994). I provided the text of each of these poems to 

the students. I had had success with students listening to writers as they read 

their work out loud and this fit with the focus on incorporating voice. I chose these 

three pieces to give students a choice from three very different text models. After 

listening to “Knock Knock,” Leo from Group B verbally commented that there 

were a lot of powerful lines.  

 We then listened to the reading of “We Real Cool.” Curtis asked if she was 

singing. These comments and others made me realize that students were really 

starting to understand writer’s voice. Students seemed to enjoy listening to the 

audio recordings as well as using the accompanying FL.O.W. chart (FL.O.W. 4, 

see Appendix). After listening I gave the students the FL.O.W. chart with no 
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direction other than to complete it. The majority of students filled in the FL.O.W. 

chart correctly and with ease.  

 Day Twenty-Two 

 The following day I gave students time to develop their writing on this 

project’s last assignment from text models. I let them know that we would be 

presenting their favorite poem to their peers and other audience members in the 

library in a week. I showed students a list of whom their peer evaluator would be 

who would help grade their presentation. After I gave students the message 

about the presentations I gave students the remaining forty minutes to work on 

their writing based on the directions in “Voice Lesson #3” (see Appendix).  Many 

students chose to use “We Real Cool” and “Mother to Son” because of the clear 

organization of the poems. Some students also wanted to work on revising a 

previous poem.  

 Day Twenty-Three 

 On a different day I passed out directions to remind students how to 

upload to Edmodo. Students were not familiar with uploading their document to 

the small group. This took quite a bit of instruction and collaboration so that I was 

not the only one helping out in the class. I showed students on the Smartboard 

how to upload a document to their small group.  

 This writing group took place solely on Edmodo. However, there was 

some preparation that needed to occur in order for these groups to run smoothly. 

Students’ previous experience on Edmodo consisted of turning in some 
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assignments, posting parts of an essay and a practice workshop annotating a 

non-fiction article. 

 After students engaged in their writing group conversation and could see 

what the process was like I had them post their poem to their small group in 

Edmodo. Students then were told in Group A to give feedback to each member 

of their writing group. I had printed instructions on each table so students could 

refer to if they needed to (Cue Cards, see Appendix). I also left the “Cue Card” 

handout on each table so students could refer to it if they needed a prompt to get 

started writing feedback. However, I noticed that in Group A some students 

hurried through the feedback. I revised this part of the process to include a “Peer 

Feedback Rubric” realizing the students were asking for clearer expectations 

(Peer Feedback Rubric, see Appendix).   Although I did not use the rubric with 

Group A I did use it with Group B with the understanding that they were expected 

to make at least five comments on each person’s work using the P.S.  format. 

This step seemed to help extend the time that students worked and I did not hear 

“I’m done” right away. I also reminded students to use the Cue Card handout if 

they were stuck trying to figure out what to suggest.  

 Some of their comments, particularly from boys in the class, showed that 

students really wanted to express themselves through the comments they wrote 

to each other.  A typical comment from Edmodo can be found in this example: 

Webster Bro Write more this poem kept me dying from beginning to 
end.  Make Sure u take your time. Other than that bro Keep Ya 
Head Up! 

-Student, Muhammed, Group A 
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To me this example shows the importance of the trust students need to have in 

their group members in order for writing groups to provide honest feedback of the 

type students see as worthy of praise or improvement.  

 Day Twenty-Four 
 
 I created a rubric the students would use to score each other on voice and 

presentation (Voice Rubric, see Appendix). To assist with evaluating the 

presentations I had each student partnered up to read and act as a panelist for 

the other student.  They then alternated roles after each presented. The librarian 

acted as the MC while some of the senior library teacher assistants also assisted 

with evaluations. Students had to choose one of the three poems they had 

worked on to read aloud. I had students give me a copy of the poems they would 

share previous to this day. The students also made a copy for themselves.  

 As students were getting ready, three students (Roger, Sergio and Larry 

from Group A) asked if it would be ok if they revised their poems on their papers 

before they presented. I assured them they could. I noticed four of my quietest 

students reading with voice. For example, Henry did not hesitate to go to the 

stage to read his poem. When he read his poem the crowd laughed because he 

incorporated the common “Roses are Red” beginning and then changed it to fit 

his voice (Henry, see Appendix). He surprised the class with his humor because 

generally this student was not engaged in class like he was at the Public Reading 

and through PIP. 

 Prior to starting the reading with Group B, John showed me the poem he 

would read. He let me know he wrote the poem on his own to share at the 
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reading. I was surprised that he went home and wrote something on his own, a 

fourth poem when only three were required. John then proceeded to show it to 

another struggling writer, Raymond. As Raymond read John’s poem, John waited 

quietly next to him, both boys standing up. It was a beautiful sight. Fernando said 

that he had not felt good about writing poetry but he did now.  

 Day Twenty-Five 

 Even after the students presented their poems some still wanted to revise 

them. This was not a requirement but a choice they made on their own. The end 

of the presentation fell right before CST Testing. The day of the first CST test 

Shauna a bright, capable but frequently tardy student came into class and 

showed me her poem that she had revised. She showed me her first draft with 

handwritten revisions as well as her final typed copy. It was a clear 

representation of a student who wanted her voice to be clear for her audience. 

Post-Implementation 

 After the Public Reading I asked students to answer three questions in 

Edmodo. Students answered the following questions I posted to each group. I 

told students that they were to think about a poem that if we were to publish in 

either a magazine or a class book which one would they choose. They replied in 

their small group in Edmodo to these questions: 

• What have you liked about this poetry project? 

• Out of all the poems you've written, which poem would you most want to 

publish? What is it that you like about the poem? 

A student responded to this prompt by writing, 
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I liked how we got to do the project because I believe poetry is a 
way to express yourself and gets a better side of you out and it is 
fun. Out of all the poem wrote I would like to publish I am what I am 
because that poem shows who I am really and I had expressed my 
true self in a way that I could have not before. I liked how the format 
was made in that poem and it was simple and easy to write.- Sarah, 
Group A 

 
Conclusion 

 The success of this curriculum depends on a positive and trusting 

classroom environment that allows for students to talk and work together. In 

order for the students to understand and explore their writers’ voice, students 

need to have access to texts with strong examples of voice that are based on 

topics relevant to their lives. This curriculum requires teachers to be good 

listeners of their students’ lives. While engaging students in conversations about 

writing, the students will also be writing their own relevant texts to provide a voice 

to their writing and a voice for their lives. 
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VII. Evaluation of the Proof is in the Poetry Curriculum 
  

 The goals of the Proof is in the Poetry unit were: 1) students participating 

in PIP will rely more on their peers and less on the teacher to develop greater 

independence, 2) students will be motivated to write with an authentic voice, 3) 

students’ feedback in writing groups will be useful to themselves and others to 

establish a voice in the classroom community, and 4) students will be able to use 

relevant texts as a model to establish their own voice. 

 During the eight week February thru April implementation of PIP, students 

in Group A and Group B progressed towards the unit goals by writing poetry 

based on model texts, meeting in writing groups three times each with a different 

focus and conducting a final poetry presentation in the library to an audience 

familiar and unfamiliar to them. To measure students’ progress toward realizing 

the PIP project goals, I created two questions that helped me to evaluate PIP: 

How did peer and text models of writing contribute to improving student voice in 

writing? and What was the effect of feedback on student performance in writing? 

Although I implemented PIP in Groups A and B, I chose only to evaluate 

Group A because both classes were similar in terms of CST test scores and 

demographic makeup. Group B also had a number of students transferred in and 

out during the PIP implementation. This lack of consistent attendance made 

Group A a better choice to evaluate. 
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Data Sources and Collection 

 Qualitative and quantitative data analysis methods were used to evaluate 

the goals of the curriculum (see Table 5). While implementing PIP I collected 

student pre and post surveys, observation notes, writing samples as well as used 

Edmodo as a tool to collect student work and a post implementation reflection. 

Edmodo as a tool for data collection and analysis will be further defined during 

the following summary of the evaluation strategies conducted in PIP. 

Table 5. Goals and evaluation strategies 
Evaluation Strategies GOALS 
Student 
Surveys 

Observation 
Notes 

Writing 
Samples 

Edmodo 
Writing 
Group 

Goal 1:  
Students will rely more 
on their peers and less 
on the teacher.  

√ √  √ 

Goal 2:  
Students will be 
motivated to write with 
an authentic voice.  

 √ √ √ 

Goal 3:  
Students’ feedback in 
writing groups will be 
useful to themselves 
and others. 

√ √  √ 

Goal 4: 
Students will be able 
to use relevant texts 
as a model to 
establish their own 
voices. 

 √ √ √ 
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 Student surveys.  
 
 During pre and post implementation, I conducted two surveys. I asked 

students to answer the question “Who helps you the most in class?” to see if the 

students they deemed most helpful to them in the class would change (Pre 

Writing Survey, see Appendix). I administered another survey to assess whether 

there would be a change in how the students define feedback by completing the 

statements “Feedback is” and “The reason for feedback is” (Definition of 

Feedback, see Appendix). Although a large portion of PIP relied on students 

giving and receiving feedback in writing groups, my analysis did not focus on 

looking at improvement in types of feedback. Rather, I sought to evaluate the 

change in how students viewed the purpose of feedback by analyzing their 

definitions. In analyzing the pre and post implementation change in feedback 

definitions I separated student responses into three categories: useful to self, to 

others, to both and no clue. This change will be further analyzed in the following 

section. 

 In order to measure the progress of writing groups, after each of the three 

writing group students wrote a reflection. In the last ten minutes of class after 

completing the first writing group, students answered the question “What worked 

well in writing groups today?” in their class journal and also completed a handout 

(Writing Group #1 Reflection, see Appendix). The second writing group also 

ended in students answering the same previous question in their journals but not 

completing a separate handout. After the final writing group and Public Reading, 
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students wrote a reflection in response to three questions in Edmodo.  The 

reflection questions were: 

1. What have you liked about this poetry project? 

2. Out of all the poems you've written, which poem would you most want 

to publish?  

3. What is it that you liked about the poem?  

After I collected student responses I noticed that many students noted liking their 

writing group. Therefore, I tallied the number of students that responded to the 

first question with a writing group response. I compared student responses to the 

second and third question with a sample of student work as illustrated as part of 

the findings.  

 Observation notes. 
 
 The observation notes I collected served to inform me about student 

engagement. I collected notes on student engagement as well as sample 

conversations that also indicated engagement. Prior to implementation I made a 

list of students that normally exhibited disengaged behaviors like falling asleep 

and not turning work in. The students on this list were: Shauna, Larry, Roger, 

Cynthia, Jeff, Marsha and Sergio. The disengaged behaviors these students 

generally exhibited previous to implementation were not turning work in on time 

and frequent non-academic conversations with their peers. During writing groups 

I indicated any change in these two engagement behaviors of the previous list of 

students. As all students worked during the three writing groups, I took field notes 

in a journal noting student conversations with myself and other students. In my 
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notes I indicated when a student exhibited engaged behaviors like having 

conversations about writing, revising their work on their own and turning work in 

on time.  

 Writing samples. 
 
 With only the support of writing groups for feedback, students worked on 

three writing assignments labeled in the Appendix as “Voice Lessons.” I gave 

students two days to produce a piece of writing for each of the Voice Lesson 

assignments. At the end of class on the second day I collected student writing 

and placed it in a folder with a checklist of student names. Three days before the 

Public Reading students turned in a copy of the poem that they most wanted to 

read to the audience. This poem could have been from any of the three “Voice 

Lesson” activities (see Appendix). When working on the “Voice Lesson” activities 

most students typed their writing. Some students started a draft in handwriting 

but by the second day of the “Voice Lesson” students were expected to type their 

work. Since the quality of student’s handwriting differs I set the expectation that 

all students would type each of the three poems. I collected each of these poems 

from the students. Since the PIP project focused on student voice I did not set an 

expectation for perfection in terms of grammar, punctuation and formatting. I 

instead wanted to see how much the students would correct as part of the natural 

process of being in a writing group.  
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 Edmodo writing group. 

 I used Edmodo as a data collection tool during the third writing group for 

two purposes: to collect student poems and feedback. Students first created an 

Edmodo account during pre-implementation in one class period. Students wrote 

their account information in the front cover of their class journals so they would 

be responsible for this information. Since Edmodo allows the user to create small 

groups within a class I used this feature to organize Group A by writing group. 

This allowed the students to share writing with each other within this group. 

Students participated by uploading their work and sharing it with their group. 

After all students shared their writing with their group, they read and provided 

feedback to each other. As an online platform, Edmodo enabled me to view 

student comments in real time. In terms of student feedback, I collected student 

samples that displayed constructive feedback as well as showed encouragement 

to their peers as part of collaboration. 
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Goal One: Students will rely more on their peers and less on the teacher 

 Finding One: Writing groups facilitated structured collaboration 
 among peers. 
 
 Student surveys. 
 
 Surveys demonstrated that the writing group approach created a 

collaborative environment.  Prior to beginning writing groups, I gave students a 

survey (Pre Writing Survey, see Appendix) that asked them to finish the 

statement, who helps you the most? The outcome of this survey was that nine 

out of 31 students responded with the teacher being the most helpful.  These 

results indicated that these nine students had not created trusting relationships 

with other students in the class.  

 However, by the end of the PIP project in May these same nine students 

were asked the same question on a different survey (Post Writing Survey, see 

Appendix). Only one student responded with the teacher being the most helpful 

while all other students identified a writing group peer as most helpful (see Figure 

15). In the class of 31 students, overall nineteen students reported that a peer in 

their writing group was most helpful. 
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Figure 15. Post survey results for “Who helps you the most?” 

 

 After the first writing group, in addition to the pre and post writing survey, 

the students’ journal entries indicated that they were beginning to trust each 

other. Immediately following the first writing group I asked students to take the 

last five minutes of class time to respond to the question “What worked well in 

writing groups today?” in their journals. In order to gain an understanding of the 

students’ journal entries, I read each student’s entry and tallied all the positive 

responses to writing groups. Out of 31 students, twenty responded with a positive 

response to the first writing group. Two students, Gail and Anya, were in the 

same writing group; although they are typically quiet and withdrawn, they 

responded well to the first writing group: 
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What went well in my writing group is that my teammates helped 
me a lot, with lots of feedback, and it helped out my writing a lot 
more than usual. 
- Gail 
 
I think everything went well because we were all comfortable with 
eachother so we were able to be honest and helpful towards 
eachother. 
- Anya 

  
Both of these students achieved A’s and B’s on class assignments. They tended 

to exhibit successful student behaviors: they do what the teacher asks of them, 

come to class prepared and do their work all the time. It is interesting to note that 

both students consider the comfort level of their group as being important to 

learning as well as the group’s ability to be helpful. In addition, Anya was a 

student that initially stated that the teacher was the most helpful and now her 

writing group was the most helpful. 

 However, even the students who teachers may deem a challenge also 

appreciated the collaborative structure. The following two students were in the 

same writing group and received C’s on most assignments. Roger scored “Basic” 

and Muhammed “Far Below Basic” on the CST the year before. These two 

students responded to the prompt written after their first writing group and both 

students indicated their writing group peers as being the most helpful: 

If I need another person’s opinion I’ll ask my group. - Roger 
 
Well, I did get lots of good feedback from people who read my 
writing. One person reads outloud and we all follow along. Another 
nice thing we did in our group is we all used symbols and shapes to 
tell the writer what he needs to work on and what’s good about his 
writing. There were a lot of compliments. There was like no 
arguments saying you should fix this. Other than that the writing 
groups went pretty well. - Muhammed 
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Roger frequently came to class late and many times had a hard time exhibiting 

on task behavior. However, during the PIP project he exhibited signs of 

dependence on his writing group. Roger always had writing to share with his 

group and had a new enthusiasm for class work. Muhammed ran their group by 

taking on the responsibility of making sure the other three group members 

followed through with the writing group work. 

  Observation notes. 
 
 Observation notes demonstrated that trust influenced collaborative efforts. 

After students conducted writing interviews with their peers, I formed the writing 

groups based on their interview results. Some students exhibited distrust of the 

members of their group. The day I posted the writing groups students complained 

about being part of their group. Although I posted writing groups two weeks 

before we had our first writing group meeting five students from different writing 

groups came up to tell me why the new writing group would not work for them. 

 The reasons students gave fell into two categories: relationship conflicts 

outside of class and being uncomfortable with new people. Tori asked if I would 

change her group because she was the only girl in the group. Sarah and Kiy 

wanted to separate themselves from the other group members because the other 

students were frequently absent. I had given students the opportunity to choose 

a writing partner yet they were visibly surprised when I officially posted their 

writing groups.  I decided not to make the changes the students suggested to see 

if writing groups would have an effect on the relationships within the groups. 
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During the third writing group I observed students working together, talking about 

writing and helping each other revise their work. These observations indicated 

that students needed to build trust with the new group members in order to be 

comfortable sharing their writing and ideas within their new group. 

 Edmodo writing group. 

 During the final writing group in which I had students use Edmodo to 

interact and give feedback, Muhammed shared his poem “I am what I am” with 

his group using the P.S. (praise and suggestion) structure (Muhammed, see 

Appendix). His feedback to other group members showed his interest in 

encouraging his peers by sharing his revision ideas with Dan, the other group 

member:    

Praise: You gave me good details and your spelling was good 
Suggestion: Write More Bro! Your Poem Was Good But u Didn’t 
Write A lot Bro -from Muhammed to Dan in Edmodo 

 

The following feedback from Sierra to Josie also displayed encouragement: 

 The way you ended your poem, was nice. It was strong, brief and heart 
 felt. I miss being little as well. Reading your poem makes me feel like I 
 grew up way too fast and that we can’t ever go back and we must watch 
 the things we do now because it will effect us later on in life. I love your 
 poem. It made me realize many things.  
 -from Sierra to Josie in Edmodo 

Students such as Muhammed and Sierra used feedback as an opportunity to 

encourage their peers. Interactions such as these helped to build trust within the 

writing groups. 

 After both the Public Reading and the final writing group in Edmodo, 

students wrote a reflection in Edmodo in response to the three questions I posed 
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to the writing groups. Out of 31 students, fourteen students replied positively to 

their collaborative interactions in writing groups. In response to the first question, 

what have you liked about this poetry project?, three students replied: 

 We got to spend time with other people in class that we don't 

 usually talk to.-Sierra 

 I liked how everyone put their feelings into their poem.-Sergio 

 I was told by a couple of people it really touched them and it was very 

 understandable.-Larry 

Goal One: Discussion 
 
 Collaboration in writing groups appealed to students of different ability 

levels. In order for the group to function properly, students regardless of writing 

ability needed to first feel trust among their peers in order to feel comfortable 

sharing their work and thoughts with others. At first a few students exhibited 

signs of discomfort with writing groups asking to switch groups and offering 

general complaints regarding relationship conflicts and being uncomfortable with 

a new setting. After the first writing group students became more comfortable 

with their group members. Evident after the third writing group, the majority of 

students relied on the feedback from their writing group peers indicating a 

developing independence from the teacher as well as a greater trust for their 

group. Collaborative writing groups helped to create a trusting network of peers 

focused on helping each other improve as writers. 
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Goal Two: Students will be motivated to write with an authentic voice. 

 
Finding Two: Self-expression contributed to students’ motivation to write with 

authentic voice.  

 Observation notes. 

 After the second “Voice Lesson,” Larry approached me and asked if he 

could continue writing his poem. Larry was a student who often exhibited 

disengaged behaviors such as socializing with friends and sleeping in class but 

he wanted to continue to work on his writing because of the success he was 

experiencing with expressing himself.  

 Other observations also suggested self-expression was a motivating factor 

in PIP. In each of the “Voice Lessons” all students participated in the writing 

work. In addition, all students willingly read their work out loud as part of the 

Public Reading. During the Public Reading students such as Jeff, Jay, Larry and 

Shauna were observed reading with expression. These students in the past 

demonstrated disengaged behaviors but during the Public Reading had a desire 

to express their voice. After the Public Reading Larry handed his poem written 

after Knock Knock (Beaty, 2010) to the vice principal. Larry said the reason why 

he gave his poem to the vice-principal is he felt that other students should hear 

the message that his poem expressed (Larry, See Appendix). The poem is 

presently on the bulletin board in the office. 
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 Writing samples.  

 Writing samples demonstrated that self-expression was an important 

factor in motivating students to write with an authentic voice. Students 

demonstrated the desire to communicate their voice to both their writing group 

and also to the audience during the Public Reading.  

 Larry liked PIP because he was able to express himself which was evident 

in his writing sample “Knock Knock” (2010). It was also evident in his final written 

reflection in Edmodo where he discussed that he liked being able to express 

himself to others. In response to the three post implementation questions in 

Edmodo, Larry wrote:  

 I like it because it’s a way that you really express yourself. I think the one I 
 really liked the best was my Knock Knock poem because I used powerful 
 language and I was told by a couple of people it really touched them and it 
 was very understandable. 
 
 Immediately before the Public Reading Larry, Shauna and Roger all asked 

if they could revise their poem. Larry changed the spelling of the word “focused,” 

Roger added the last three lines to his poem (Roger, See Appendix) and Shauna 

added the last seven lines of her poem (Shauna, See Appendix). These students 

read the revised version of their poems to the audience. In the final Edmodo 

writing reflection Shauna wrote:  

 The poem I liked the most was the " I Am What I Am ". I liked this poem 
 the most because it tells you how I feel and it also shows you who I am as 
 a person, so yeah “I am what I am” was the best written poem for this 
 assignment because I felt like I said what I needed to say to make the 
 readers understand where I'm coming from. 
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In the post implementation questions, both Larry and Shauna wrote that they had 

a desire for others to understand them. Self-expression for these students was 

about allowing others to gain insight into their lives by hearing their voice.  

 Edmodo writing group. 

 As stated in their post implementation Edmodo reflection, Figure 16 

displays the different aspects of PIP that motivated students. In order to gather 

the data for this analysis, I tallied the comments students made in response to 

the Edmodo post implementation questions written after the final writing group 

and Public Reading.  I coded these responses into the three categories: I liked 

expressing myself, I worked hard because we had a choice and I liked getting 

feedback as shown in Figure 16. Out of the fourteen students that wrote they 

liked getting feedback in writing groups ten of them also mentioned liking the 

opportunity to express themselves.  
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Figure 16. Student motivation 
 

The following examples show what I coded when analyzing the data for self-

expression: 

I liked that we were able to express ourselves in our own writing 
and we were able to get feedback on that. I would like to publish 
the I Am Who I Am poem. I like this poem because it has strong, 
deep inspiration words in it and it can be relevant to other teenage 
kids that may have the same issues. 
- Kiy 
 
I like how we got to work together as a group to get feedback from 
each person and let your feelings out. Also for people to get to 
know about part of your life. Out of all the poems I wrote, I would 
have to say the poem that I read to the class, "Father to Daughter" 
because I got to show a very important part of my life. I thought it 
was a very open hearted poem based on my life and what I have 
been through. 
- Lee 
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Kiy and Lee show that expressing themselves allowed others to understand 

them. For Kiy, Lee, Shauna, Larry and other students, expression for others 

motivated them to express their voice. 

 Goal Two: Discussion  
 
 The students’ abilities to express themselves proved to be a motivating 

factor in the PIP project. Allowing students to express themselves in their writing 

promoted culturally responsive pedagogy. All students regardless of background, 

ethnicity, test scores and other demographic factors were able to express their 

voice in their writing and also serve as a contributor to their writing group.  

 Initially I believed that getting students to write with voice was completely 

dependent on the text models and using the FL.O.W. strategy; however, through 

PIP it became clear that the writing group approach helped students write with an 

authentic voice because they practiced expression in their writing and they 

practiced expression by communicating in their group. The formula in Figure 17 

below shows the connection between these concepts as they were displayed in 

my class through students’ responses to the PIP project. 

Writing Group (Audience) + Powerful Text Models (Examples) = Voice  

Figure 17. Voice formula 

In my work with students through PIP I came to the understanding that by 

participating in a writing group and through text models students were able to 

gain access to their writing voice.   
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 Students were motivated to express their own voice because many times 

they had a desire to have someone else understand a part of their life.  An 

example of this was when Shauna came to class with her poem already written. 

Shauna had been tardy every day since the beginning of the school year and 

never did homework. Because of these behaviors, I questioned her and she told 

me that she went to the library afterschool to work on her poem. Although I would 

not consider her a struggling writer, she is a student like many who are unlikely to 

do school work outside of school hours. 

 Writing groups were an important part of creating an environment where 

students wanted to express themselves. It is clear from the observation notes, 

writing samples and Edmodo writing group data that there is a relationship 

between the students’ desire to express themselves verbally to their peers and 

the development of their voice in their own writing. In PIP students were 

motivated to develop their voice within their writing group as well as express their 

voice in their writing. 

Goal Three: Students’ feedback in writing groups will be useful to 

themselves and others. 
  
Finding Three: Engagement in writing increased when students received 

feedback on their writing. 

 Student surveys. 
 
 Student surveys demonstrated that students became more engaged in 

writing because of feedback they gave and received in writing groups. In order to 

assess the effect feedback had on students I gave a pre and post assessment. I 
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asked students to complete the following two statements: “Feedback is” and “The 

reason for feedback is” (Definition of Feedback, See Appendix). I coded and 

tallied the student responses into the four categories shown in Figure 18.  

 
Figure 18. Change in feedback definitions 

 

Initially Gail and Alan stated a response that was off topic: 

 The reason for feedback is because most people don’t like working alone. 
 -Gail  
 
 I found an inform. –Alan 
 
After participating in the three writing groups I gave students the same survey I 

had originally given them (Definition of Feedback, see Appendix). These two 

students answered the question more accurately: 

 The reason for feedback is to help you with their writing and give you 
 feedback.-Gail 
 
 I count on some people.-Alan 

 
As indicated in Figure 18 about half the class claimed that feedback was useful 

to them. Only seven students indicated that their feedback would be useful to 
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others. Finally, only two students stated that feedback would be useful to both 

parties as shown in the following example from Kaitlyn: 

 The reason for feedback is so we can make our writing better and fix their 
 problems. 
 
Students’ definitions of feedback changed over the course of the project as 

indicated in Figure 18. Feedback became a more mutual interaction over time as 

shown by the rise in the “useful to both” column.  

 In addition to the “Definition of Feedback,” survey students also wrote a 

five-minute reflection at the end of class the day after the first writing group. I 

asked students to write a response to the question “what did you do with your 

poem?” Students wrote about revising their poems as shown in the following 

examples: 

What I did with my poem after writing groups I revised it and wrote new 
sentences, the feedback from my partners helped a lot and I changed 
some because I wanted to.-Gail 

 
 
I tried to fix up the poem so it made sense with the title- Sarah 

 
 
This response was similar to the other students’ responses. On “Writing Group 

Reflection #1,” seventeen students responded that they revised their writing after 

the writing group (see Writing Group #1 Reflection, see Appendix). As Anya 

wrote: 

 I rewrote the whole thing. It was the same topic, bullying, cause 
 that’s a really big part of my life. It’s kind of sad but its not as bad, I 
 just didn’t know how to word it. 
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In Lee’s reflection she indicated that it was because of the writing groups 

that she made changes to her poem. 

 I made it longer by adding another stanza (made changes with 
 feedback). They thought I did a good job so I did not change that 
 much of my poem. 
 
Similarly two students that in the past were disengaged from writing 

showed engagement.  

 I went back and changed some of the things I could have done 
 better on and made my story longer based on the feedback from 
 my writing group. -Larry 
 
 I rewrote my poem and changed some of my words and wrote a 
 little bit more than I had. I changed it because of feedback.- Marsha 
 
  

 Observation notes. 

 Observation notes also demonstrated that student engagement increased 

as a result of feedback. Observations changed based on the structure of the 

three writing groups. During the first and third writing groups the majority of the 

students were in class prepared to share their work with their group. However, 

during the second writing group, where we traded poems with another class, 

seven students did not give their poem to me the day before so I could not make 

copies for the other class.  I also noted that students made more negative 

comments towards the students’ writing from the other class.  

 After I had distributed poems from the other ninth grade class to the 

writing groups I overheard students making more negative verbal comments 

regarding the student’s use of grammar, punctuation, and spelling than was the 
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case in the other two writing groups. Because the names of students were 

anonymous students felt they could be more judgmental during this second 

writing group. Students stated negative comments regarding the quality of the 

other class’ writing verbally to me as I circulated the class during this writing 

group. In comparison to the third writing group, student’s feedback included the 

praise and suggestion structure to give constructive feedback: 

 To make more sense of your poem, it would be nice if you added 
 commas, periods, or exclamations to add tone, and to indicate where the 
 line stanzas end, pause or whatever else. But other than that, you did a 
 great job on your poem and it was nice. -Cynthia to Sarah on Edmodo 
 
The second writing group demonstrated the importance of the building of trust for 

constructive feedback. 

 Edmodo writing group 

 The Edmodo writing group demonstrated that engagement increased 

when students received feedback on their writing. In the post implementation 

reflection in Edmodo sixteen out of 31 students mentioned writing groups as 

having a positive influence on their writing. Some of the reasons students gave 

for liking the structure of writing groups were both wanting others to understand 

them and it helped them become a better writer.  

 During implementation Shauna was motivated to express herself. She 

completed all the writing assignments, participated in all three of the writing 

groups and volunteered to read her poem at the Public Reading. In Shauna’s 

post implementation reflection in Edmodo she wrote about how in her favorite 
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poem she wrote she wanted others in her writing group to understand where she 

was coming from. 

 I am what I am was the best written poem for this assignment cause I felt 
 like I said what I needed to say to make the readers understand where I'm 
 coming from. -Shauna on Edmodo 
 
Shauna’s response illustrated the role of feedback for her. She was motivated to 

turn in work for the three “Voice Lessons” because of being able to express 

herself but also because of the people who would read her writing in the writing 

group. Cynthia and Kaitlyn also viewed the writing groups as an opportunity to 

become a better writer: 

 I liked how people helped us and gave advice so we could be better 
 writers.- Cynthia on Edmodo 
 
 I also liked the fact that the groups that we were in, we were helping one 
 another and it was organized and everything about the group was very 
 productive and there was a lot of progress.- Kaitlyn on Edmodo 
 
Students such as Shauna, Cynthia and Kaitlyn viewed the writing group as a 

place to expect to share their writing. These students enjoyed the interaction in 

the group as they helped and got help on their writing in their groups. The 

feedback they received from others motivated them to be a contributor as well. 

 Goal Three: Discussion 
  
 As shown in student surveys, observation notes and the Edmodo writing 

group, feedback engaged students in writing. During PIP students had multiple 

opportunities for feedback during the three writing groups. In the beginning of PIP 

students were distrustful of their peers as shown in students wanting to change 

groups because they were not comfortable or they had a relationship conflict. 
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Trust became a factor again during the second writing group when students gave 

negative feedback to the other class.  

 However, during the third writing group engagement increased because 

students became more trusting of their peers. Since students became more 

comfortable in writing groups students shared their writing willingly with each 

other. Students listened to their peer’s feedback and revised their work with little 

instruction on how to revise. Students participated in both writing groups and the 

act of writing because they saw the mutual benefits of feedback for themselves 

and also for others. 

Goal Four: Students will be able to use relevant texts as a model to 

establish their own voices. 
 
Finding Four: Relevant texts with powerful language increased the likelihood that 

students wrote with voice. 

 Observation notes. 

 Observation notes demonstrated that relevant texts that used powerful 

language helped generate student voice in writing. Students expressed interest 

in the texts chosen for PIP. After watching Koyczan’s video (2013) and students 

worked on the FL.O.W. activity I circulated the room. Students asked if they 

could keep the text and annotate it. I also had a student tell me she liked it 

because it was relevant. A similar reaction occurred after reading Sanders 

(1987); Muhammed asked if it was a poem showing his interest in the text.  

 During the Public Reading 25 students read their poem structured as one 

of the texts we had read (Student Samples, see Appendix). However, six 
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students chose to present a poem they had written inspired by the structure of “I 

am what I am” but did not use the direct language from this poem (Henry, see 

Appendix). Henry for example, started his poem differently and used repetition 

like the original writer but did not state “I am what I am.” He changed the 

repetitive line to “I’m from.” He also began his poem with the familiar “Roses are 

red and violets are blue” but then changed it to make it his own version. When 

Henry got up to read his poem to the class, quiet and demure Henry that many 

times fell asleep in class or was out sick read with confidence and expression. 

Henry displayed his own voice by changing the published text into his own. I 

would consider this student generated poem a product of the student’s original 

voice because he made the form original to his writing and incorporated his 

culture of Guam into the poem. Gail, another quiet student, also read with 

confidence and incorporated her culture into her poem. Other students also 

followed this same pattern. 

 The day of the Public Reading all students volunteered to read their 

poems to the audience. I observed that students walked to the podium 

immediately when I called their name. Students also all brought a copy of their 

poem to share. It is evident from the student writing samples that students tried 

on the style of other writers by using the same “I am what I am” language and 

structure or by using the structure without imitating the exact language as shown 

in Henry’s example.  
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 Writing samples. 
 
 The texts I chose for the PIP project were collected for the purpose of 

engaging my students to write with voice. I found texts that exemplified voice and 

held powerful representations of language that students at all reading levels 

could access. Initially students chose to imitate the text used as part of the “Voice 

Lesson.” After the first writing group I collected writing samples from all the 

students. When I reviewed the student writing samples I noticed that all of the 

students imitated the first text by Sanders (1987) by using some of the exact 

language from the text. This was a result of the “Voice Lessons” which gave 

students the powerful language to use as a model for their own voice (Voice 

Lesson #1, see Appendix). In the following excerpt, Lee took the italicized words 

from Sanders personal essay to construct her own poem: 

 They ran the world 
 with hatred and discrimination 
 where the skin of their faces 
 was an emblem of racial hatred. 
 
Other students followed the same model as Lee but chose different words and 

phrases to form their own poem. One way to define voice is writing that illustrates 

the personal experience and background of the writer. Lee worked on creating 

her own poem from the language of someone else to find her own writing voice. 

The text Shauna chose for the Public Reading also exemplifies trying on another 

writer’s style but using her own vivid language to embody her voice as a writer:  

 I am a girl who has insecurities and built in guilt, pain and regression from 
 past things I’ve lived through as being a teenager. 
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In this poem Shauna used the structure from Morales and Morales (1986) but 

adds in her own experiences of being a teenager (Shauna, see Appendix).  

 Edmodo writing group. 

 Students also displayed voice in their Edmodo writing group work as they 

gave feedback to each other. In the writing group in Edmodo on the top of 

Marsha’s poem, Shauna responded to “I am what I am” with: 

I felt that in your poem you really expressed most of your innermost 
feelings and how you truly feel about yourself and others around 
you. 

 

As exemplified in the interaction from Shauna to Marsha, students were able to 

hear the voice in their peer’s writing whether by calling it “innermost feelings” or 

“expression.” These terms indicate Shauna identifying voice in Marsha’s “I am 

what I am” poem (Shauna and Marsha, see Appendix).  

 In Shauna’s poem as well as others exhibited in “Student Samples” in the 

appendix, students took the original poem and constructed their own poem from 

the relevant text model. Writer’s voice is evident in the personal and cultural 

issues students chose to address in their writing as opposed to the original text. 

Some examples chosen from the appendix include the following: Larry wrote 

about his experience of being African-American as tied to issues around school 

and Henry wrote described Guam as connected to his culture. These are two 

examples of students that used the relevant texts to generate their writer’s voice 

by writing about issues relevant to their lives.  
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 Goal Four: Discussion 
 
 The text models contributed to how students understood voice. My 

decision to read these particular model texts came after my implementation of 

writing and community building activities. The students learned to experiment 

with their own voice by first playing with an author’s voice using Sander’s text 

(1987). By beginning the “Voice Lesson” series with a playful found poem activity 

(Voice Lesson 1, see Appendix) the students tried out powerful language in an 

experimental way by cutting and pasting the language of others and then adding 

their own words to it. They also had a lot of choice through this activity because 

they decided on the words and phrases from the relevant text to use as their 

own. The found poem work set the stage for the remaining two lessons devoted 

to letting the students choose what part of the model to use in structuring the 

writing of their own.  

 After three attempts of writing with voice through “Voice Lessons” students 

began experimenting with writing poetry. Had the implementation been longer I 

may have observed more examples of students choosing to write in their own 

style. It became clear when students read their work at the Public Reading that 

the text model in combination with a writing group served to build up the 

students’ confidence. Relevant text models increased engagement in their writing 

but also their public speaking voice in writing groups.  
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Summary and Discussion 

 
 The overall goal of the PIP project was to increase student voice through a 

collaborative writing group approach as well as through student writing. Students 

had access to relevant text models that students deconstructed through a 

strategy called FL.O.W. (FL.O.W. 1-4, see Appendix). The use of text models is 

not an original idea, however; in order for students to develop their own voice 

students needed to see it in the writing of others. Students not only had access to 

the texts but also to the recordings of all but one relevant text. Hearing the texts 

out loud was an important component to the PIP project. 

 In addition to having relevant texts as a model for their writing students 

also had a writing group for support. Feedback is key at all stages of the writing 

process and especially at the beginning ones. Having a writing group they trusted 

motivated students to write and to revise their writing with little instruction. 

Revision occurred naturally through writing group discussions that were 

constructive and not evaluative. Students recognized over the course of the 

project the adverse effect of negative comments toward their peer’s writing by 

participating in an anonymous writing group. Students were more evaluative in 

the second writing group but this was not encouraging to the students as writers 

and actually served to build distrust among the class.  

 As a result of having consistent feedback, writing instruction took on a new 

shape. Students revised their poems to achieve good results so they would have 
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something they were proud to share with their writing group. Sarah reflected on 

the hard work involved in writing poetry at the end of the class period one day 

when she said that it takes so much work to write a poem. However, the 

feedback remained consistent with the research: students had different views 

about how groups should be organized and what was helpful to one student was 

not necessarily helpful to another (Sharp & Tunnard, 2009). Writing groups, 

however, facilitated a collaborative approach to writing that allowed students to 

practice feedback in authentic ways and ways that led students to pay closer 

attention to the reader’s understanding of their text. The Proof is in the Poetry 

curriculum provides all students, struggling and non-struggling students, with 

access to a collaborative approach that teaches students to include voice in their 

writing and with others.  
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VIII: Conclusion 
 
 The goals of “The Proof is in the Poetry” curriculum were to provide 

multiple opportunities for students to explore their voice through reading relevant 

text models and writing with voice with the encouragement of peer writing 

groups. The curriculum was designed for students in non-honors ninth grade 

English but could be tailored to a different setting.  

 Prior to teaching the PIP unit, I noticed a difference between what I do and 

what some other teachers do to teach and encourage the non-honors English 

students to write well. By the time students get to high school most student 

writers have had at least one negative experience that lessened their love of 

writing. My year as a resource teacher allowed me the rare opportunity to visit 

other classrooms where I worked with the students. Day after day I noticed some 

teachers spending more time on grammar activities than actual writing. The 

writing time I observed was generally limited to a timed writing in-class exercise 

used for assessment purposes. When the teacher collected the timed writing the 

grade was based on the total amount of errors on the student’s work. I always 

wondered how a student would excel in writing if their writing experience is 

limited to learning only what they did wrong. This kind of activity tended to 

happen only in non-honors classes. The expectation for students in these 

classes is usually lower than expectations for students in honors classes.  

 My philosophy about writing came from observations like the one just 

described. I believe that all students can write well if provided a collaborative 
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environment, meaningful feedback and relevant writing curriculum. There are, of 

course, many causes for student disengagement; however, a major one is the 

frequent focus on basic skills which research strongly suggests inhibits the 

student’s drive to write and does little to promote future writing development 

(Gamoran et al., 1996; Hillocks,1986). For engagement to occur, writing work 

needs to be both challenging and relevant (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 2003). 

 I created PIP to engage students in a successful writing experience, and 

poetry was the vehicle to express student voice and engage student writers 

through a socially constructed experience (Heath, 1983). However, while 

implementing PIP some teachers exhibited surprise during grade level meetings 

that I spent time teaching students to write poetry at all and even more surprised 

that I was not spending my time correcting grammar, spelling and punctuation.   

 In my observations as an educator and published writer, I have found that 

writing is writing. Students need the opportunity to find success as writers by 

trying out their ability to write in multiple genres with a high success rate. Too 

often students are expected to be perfect in the first draft and this impedes the 

student’s desire to write. Through PIP, students naturally revised their work 

because students worked in peer writing groups.  

 Although writing essays is important for college success, students need 

more writing experience than just writing in this form. Artists may play in different 

mediums and athletes may play in different sports before finding ones that suit 

them. The need to experiment in different forms is the same in writing. Just as an 
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athlete needs to play before the big game, students need multiple experiences to 

play with writing.  

 PIP taught me that a collaborative environment motivated students to 

write. Through the PIP project many students exhibited the kind of behaviors 

teachers want to see in writers. Students naturally revised their work for their 

peers and clarified their writing in multiple drafts. While poetry created an 

environment where students felt comfortable to practice revision, having a 

consistent group of peers to give them feedback motivated the students to revise 

their drafts with little instruction from the teacher.  

 Generating student voice through writing promoted risk and prompted 

many students to seek clarity in their voices. Like poetry, voice is mutually a risk-

taking task for teachers and students. Poetry is usually a personal genre that 

students may do at home through writing songs or journal writing. So when I 

taught voice, I knew I would risk getting to know my students’ lives but at the 

same time my students risked me knowing their lives as well. “Voice Lesson 1-3” 

served to build trust among students and the teacher by providing opportunities 

for students to try out powerful language in the construction of their own texts 

based on relevant text models.  

 Through evaluating PIP I was surprised to learn that many students 

wanted their peers to understand them. Through reflections, students wrote 

about wanting others to understand a part of their lives or their way of thinking. 

Letting others know about their lives appeared to make PIP engaging for 

students. Students wanted the opportunity to express their voice. Teaching 
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students to have voice remains a challenge; but if I wanted my students to be 

engaged in the curriculum then it benefited all of us to hear ourselves in what 

was being taught.  

 I also wanted students to hear themselves in the readings I provided the 

students to use as text models. I chose texts that were not in the textbook. This 

was an intentional act. The textbook confines us to teach to a generalized 

audience, one with which many of my students had not had success in the past. I 

wanted to build on student success by locating and teaching from relevant texts. I 

looked for relevance not only in the ethnicity of the author but in the style of the 

writer’s work. At times, students encountered language that was risky language 

for the classroom but that intercepted their lives outside of school. It was 

language which was part of their “culture of power” (Delpit, 1988, p.282). Using 

published work with language with which students identified engaged students to 

try out voice in their writing. 

 Writing with voice and at the same time being in a collaborative 

environment encouraged students to continue learning how to express 

themselves in ways that would make a difference in their writing and the writing 

of others. Heterogeneous writing groups pushed the struggling students to write 

and the more advanced writers felt success from getting positive peer feedback 

(Berends et al., 1995). Coaching students through feedback was a worthwhile 

endeavor because it taught the students how to express themselves as writers 

using the language of the genre. Maintaining a peer writing group engaged 

students to express their voice with clarity. These writing groups helped to create 
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a writer-centered classroom environment where students talked and acted as 

writers. I observed many students who were usually disengaged become 

engaged when in this environment. Unfortunately, one of the reasons many 

students in regular English classes are disengaged is because they are usually 

not given the opportunity to collaborate with others (Applebee et al., 2003). 

Discussion based approaches are frequently reserved for the advanced level 

classes. 

 PIP is based on the idea that through discussion writing becomes thinking. 

The PIP curriculum is not about perfection in the way of managing student errors 

in grammar, punctuation and spelling but getting students to pay attention to the 

way they express their voice and clarify their ideas. Of course this makes grading 

a task that requires a more open-ended feedback system. If teachers want to 

build success in their students as writers a grading system that does not only 

look at errors but looks at what students can do is required. Teaching students to 

provide feedback to peers empowers the students to have a place in the 

classroom and gives students a healthy environment in which they can voice 

their opinion in a structured way. It also gives students a place to apply academic 

learning through discussion. Of course this goes against the traditional lecture 

style of teaching. Although collaboration has been shown to benefit student 

learning the struggling students are infrequently given this opportunity.  

 Communication skills open doors later in life for students. As educators we 

can offer students a safe place to hone their voice by providing opportunities of 

expression in their writing work and also through discussion. These are life skills 
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they will need soon to be adults. However, the students that need this opportunity 

to practice writing in authentic and relevant ways are relegated to a struggling 

student curriculum described previously. If these students are not given a chance 

outside of a low expectation environment they will never rise up to the challenge. 

However, if we provide all students with a collaborative curriculum that engages 

the student’s voice we send a message that all students can succeed.   
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Dear Educator, 
 
 What follows is a set of materials I used as part of the implementation of the 
“Proof Is In The Poetry” unit and approach to writing. After implementing this unit 
I realized that simply taking the word poetry out of the curriculum leaves a 
framework that could be used as a yearlong approach to teaching writing. 
Tailoring it to your own classroom setting is important. Described below are three 
considerations to consider for taking on this approach: 
 
Classroom Environment 
Set up the classroom to handle collaborative writing groups by setting up tables 
to handle groups of up to four. Groups larger than four did not work well for 
writing groups in my class, especially if the students do not know each other; it is 
important to engage students in community building activities to support a 
trusting environment.  It is also important before starting to teach the difference 
between constructive and evaluative feedback. From these conversations you 
can set some ground rules for writing groups.  A lot of talk should be expected as 
student’s work on providing feedback on their peer’s writing. 
 
Writing 
Providing models of writing that showed powerful and possibly risky language 
was an important part of PIP.  By giving students examples that were relevant to 
their lives and displayed good examples of voice made the project more 
authentic. Expect students to try on a risky voice of their own. This was a key 
component to getting students to develop a voice that they may not be used to 
using in the school setting. 
 
Technology 
Although not an essential component to taking on this approach, giving students 
multiple students share their writing work via a file sharing program, like Edmodo, 
turned out to save paper and time. If using technology to share student work, it is 
important to train students prior to implementing by giving them a simple task to 
share with their writing group.  
 
Peer writing groups 
Building a collaborative environment means giving students choice. Allow 
students to choose one peer for their writing group. If the students are helpful to 
each other let them work together. I partnered the pair up with another pair to 
make sure I was forming heterogeneous groups. Different levels of 
understanding will provide opportunities for growth for advanced and struggling 
writers alike.  
 
Thank you for considering this curriculum in your classroom, 
Lauren Wilensky 
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Two Different Approaches to Writing Groups 
 
 

Description: 
 
This chart may help you make a decision as to what style of writing group you 
would like to introduce to your students. Each of the two approaches has benefits 
and limitations.  
 
 

Description Benefits Limitations 
Traditional Workshop: 
In the workshop approach each 
student shares their writing with 
the others by taking turns 
giving feedback to each other.  

• A good way to 
introduce writing 
groups. 

• Simple for students. 
• Allows for a lot of 

student talk and 
interaction. 

 

• In most 
settings it 
requires the 
teacher to 
make copies 
for students. 

• Difficult to 
assess 
student verbal 
interactions. 

Technology: 
In the technology approach an 
online document sharing 
program like Edmodo is used to 
facilitate an online workshop. I 
taught students how to use the 
comment feature in Microsoft 
Word, upload their feedback to 
Edmodo and also share their 
writing with their small group. 

• A good idea to try 
after students are 
familiar with the 
workshop 
approach.  

• Does not require 
copies of student 
work. 

• Feedback can 
easily be read by 
the teacher and 
other students in 
the group. 

• Easy to collect 
student work as 
models for the 
class. 

• Teaches computer 
literacy. 

• Requires 
knowledge of 
the 
workshop 
approach. 

• It takes class 
time to teach 
students to 
use the 
online 
application. 
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Bibliography of Relevant Texts 
This is list of texts that are part of the lessons to follow. 

 

Text Selection Genre Author Source 

“Keep Ya Head Up” Song lyrics Tupac (1993) Shakur,1993, 
track 11 

“Redemption Song” Song lyrics Bob Marley 
(1980) 

Marley,1980, 
track 10 

“To This Day…for The 
Bullied and The 
Beautiful” 

TED talk 
Video/ 
Performance 
Poetry/ 
Narrative 

Shane 
Koyczan 
(2013)  

TED Talk 
http://www.ted. 
com/ 
talks/ 
shane_koyczan_ 
to_this_day_for_ 
the_bullied_ 
and_beautiful.htm
l 

“The Men We Carry in 
Our Minds” 

Personal 
Essay 

Scott Russell 
Sanders 
(1987) 

see references 
for pdf 

“I Am What I Am” Poem Aurora and 
Rosario 
Morales 
(1986) 

Getting Home 
Alive, book 

“Knock Knock” Video/ 
Performance 
Poetry 

Daniel Beaty 
(2010) 

see references 
for video file 

“We Real Cool” Poetry Gwendolyn 
Brooks (1983) 

see poets.org for 
audio clip and 
text 

“Mother to Son” Poetry Langston 
Hughes (1994) 

for audio clip:  
http://brbl-
archive.library.yal
e.edu 
/exhibitions/ 
langstonhughes/ 
av.html 
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Setting up the Classroom for the Writing Group Approach Lessons 

 
Purpose: 
 

• Research indicates that discussion based approaches support student 
achievement. Peer writing groups engage students in dialogue to simulate 
the authentic work of a writer. 

 
Common Core Standards:  
 

• Develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, editing, 
rewriting, or trying a new approach. 

 
• Use technology, including the Internet, to produce and publish writing and 

to interact and collaborate with others. 
 
Teacher Tips: 

• Let the student pick at least one peer in their new writing group. Giving 
choices will increase student engagement. 

 
• Keep writing groups small, three to four students per group. This way all 

students will have a chance to participate and no students will feel left out. 
 
• As students build trust with each other their writing group participation will 

increase.  
 
• Try to keep writing groups the same year round. 

 
Lesson Series: 
 

1. Lesson one: Step into the circle 
2. Lesson two: Brainstorming issues 
3. Lesson three: Writing group interviews 
4. Lesson four and five: Feedback coaching 
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Lesson One: Step into the Circle 
 
 

Lesson Description: 
 
 This kinesthetic activity moves students through a series of statements 
 that require trust. Typically the statements start with more general 
 statements and end with more intimate statements. 
 
Purpose:  
 
 This is an effective activity for introducing students to each other as well 
 as creating a trusting environment.  
 
Duration: 
 
  One 50 minute class period 
 
Materials: 
 

• “Step into the Circle” statement handout, one copy for the teacher 
(see Appendix) 

• Student journal or paper 
• Pen or pencil 

 
Teacher Directions: 
 

1. Students form a large circle in the center of the room. If there is not 
enough room you can also have students simply stand up from where they 
sit. 

 
2. Review class rules. It is important students understand to be respectful of 

each other. This is a quiet activity so remind students that there is no 
talking instead they should observe who is in the circle with them. 

 
 
3. Tell students to stand or move into the center of the circle if the statement 

is “true”. If the statement is “false” they remain at the edge of the circle or 
at their seats. 

 
4. Read the statement and let students move to their places. Tell students to 

observe who is in the circle or standing up with them. 
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5. Revise the statements to make sense for your class. The statements 
should go from more general to more intimate. 

 
6. After the activity have students reflect on the activity in their journals and 

share their responses to the activity with the class. 
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Step Into the Circle 

 
Directions: Students stand in a circle. Alternatively, you can also just have 
students stand up when they agree with the statement. The teacher reads the 
statement out loud when the student agrees with the statement they move to the 
center of the circle. 
 
if you have pets at home. 
 
if you know how to ride a bicycle. 
 
if you love to dance. 
 
if you listen to music. 
 
if most of your friends listen to the same music that you do. 
 
if you know someone who is sick. 
 
if you love somebody. 
 
if you speak another language. 
 
if English is your first language. 
 
if you have ever felt really happy. 
 
if you have ever feared for your life. 
 
if you have ever heard someone make fun of someone else because of their 
socio-economic class. 
 
if you have ever felt uncomfortable because of your own socio-economic class. 
 
if you have ever been angry at someone. 
 
if you have siblings. 
 
if you live with extended family. 
 
if you have ever had to translate for someone in your family. 
 
if you live with 2 parents. 
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if you have a large family. 
 
if you know anyone who has died of AIDS. 
 
if you’ve ever had to worry about food. 
 
if you’ve ever knocked something over. 
 
if you’ve ever heard a racist comment. 
 
if a racist comment has been made at you. 
 
if you’ve ever jumped off a cliff. 
 
if you’ve ever imagined yourself as a super hero. 
 
if you know someone with a disability. 
 
if you have ever felt uncomfortable because of your gender. 
 
if a sexist comment has ever been directed at you. 
 
If you think you are creative. 
 
if you’ve ever felt pressured to do something you didn’t want to do. 
 
if you sometimes act silly. 
 
if you know someone who is adopted. 
 
if you have ever felt left out. 
 
if you think you are similar to your neighbors. 
 
if you identify yourself as Latino or Hispanic. 
 
if others have ever identified you as Latino or Hispanic. 
 
if you agree with President Obama on many issues. 
 
if you identify as biracial or mixed-race. 
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Lesson Two: Brainstorming Issues 
 
 

Lesson Description: 
 
 Students will generate future writing ideas around the following relevant 
 issues: world, family, school, community and family and friends. 
 
Purpose: 
 
 This activity is designed for students to discover relevant topics for writing 
 to create trust among the students.  
 
Duration: 
 
 30 minutes 
 
Materials: 
 
 Pen or pencil 
 Copy of “Brainstorm Issues”  
 
Teacher Directions: 
 
 1. Distribute the handout and review the topics. “Community”, for 
 example can be both defined as the students’ neighborhood but can 
 also be defined as a safe place where they belong.  
 
 2. Give students enough time to generate their own ideas. 
 
 3. Share out as a whole class or small group. 
 
 *Optional: small groups can create a poster that captures all  of their ideas 
 to share with the entire class. 
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Brainstorming Issues  
 

Self 
 

Community 

World 
 

Friends and Family 
 

School 
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Lesson Three: Writing Group Interviews 
 

Lesson Description: 
 
 Students will interview classmates to form writing groups. 
 
Purpose: 
 
 “Writing Group Interviews” gives students an opportunity to interview their 
 peers to form writing groups. Letting students choose a supportive peer for 
 their writing group will foster engagement and trust in  the writing.  
 
Duration: 
 
 One 50 minute class period 
 
Materials: 
 
 Pen or pencil 
 Copy of “Writing group interview teacher and student questions” (see 
 Appendix) for each student 
 
Teacher Directions: 
 

1. Let students know they will be forming groups to support their 
classmates in their writing. 

 
2. Preview the teacher questions on the handout. Have students come up 

with their own questions to ask their classmates about writing or a 
question that will help them get to know their classmates personality. 
Here are three student examples from my class:  

 
  How do you come up with ideas for writing? 
  What do you do when you get stuck as a writer? 
  What kind of writing do you like to do? 
 
3. Distribute the handout and give students time to respond to the 

“teacher questions” and to fill in their own questions.  
 
4. Tell students to interview two students that are not seated at their 

table. They will need to keep track of the two students they interviewed 
by putting their name at the top of the column and jotting down their 
responses. 

 
5. To begin the interview process: 
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• Have students make eye contact with someone at a new 

table to talk to first. 
 

• Set the timer for one minute and let them go to their new 
partner with their materials. Remind students to fill out 
responses to the questions as they meet with their peer. 

 
• Once students are all seated next to their partner, set the 

timer for seven to ten minutes depending on your class. 
 

• Conduct this process one more time. 
 
6. When interviews are complete students rate the responses of their two 

classmates as indicated on the handout. You will use this rating to form 
writing groups. 

 
7. Collect their handouts and place students in groups based on their 

ratings. For example, if two students rated each other similarly put 
them in a group together. Post new writing partnerships on a visible 
space for groups to see the next class period. 
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Writing Group Interview Form- Teacher Questions 
 
Me 

Name: 
 

Name: 
 

Strengths 
What do 
you feel 
good at as 
a writer? 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Needs 
Generally, 
when do 
you get 
the most 
stuck 
writing? 
and what 
do you 
do? 

   

Writing 
Interests 
What 
kinds of 
genres 
and topics 
do you 
like 
writing? 

   

Rating: 1-4 
4= best match- 
1= nope 
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Writing Group Interview Form- Student Questions 

 
Me 

Name: 
 

Name: 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

    

    

Rating: 1-4 
4= best match- 
1= nope 
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Lesson Four and Five: Feedback Coaching 

 
 

Lesson Description:  
 
 Students will take part in two activities for this lesson series: a 
 constructive feedback quiz and also a lesson designed to teach students 
 how to use “Cue Cards” and “P.S.” to give feedback. 
 
Purpose: 
 

• In preparation for writing groups, students need to be taught how to 
give constructive feedback. The student is not to mark up papers 
for errors rather it is to encourage their peers to expand on what 
they did well  for revision purposes.  

 
• Teaching students the language associated with giving feedback is 

a necessary skill needed in order to help all students participate in 
writing groups.  

 
Duration: 
 
 Two 50 minute class periods 
 
Materials: 
 

• Pen or pencil 
• Copy of “Constructive feedback quiz” (see Appendix) 
• Sample student writing to practice feedback (Student Samples, see 

Appendix) 
• Copies of “Cue Cards” printed on something durable like cardstock 

to use for each writing group 
*Optional: Computers for each student if using Edmodo or another 
program that allows you to create an online quiz. 
 

Teacher Directions: 
 
 Directions for the “Constructive feedback quiz” 

1. Assign the constructive feedback quiz. I entered the quiz into Edmodo, 
an online program.  

 
2. Share results with students and point out the difference between 

constructive and evaluative feedback statements. 
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3. Classify the constructive and evaluative statements making the point 
that they will be giving “constructive” feedback to their writing groups. 
Keep the chart visible in the room for writing groups to use as 
reference. 

 
 Directions for using “Cue Cards” to give feedback 

1. Distribute a copy of student work from the appendix or from your own 
class writing work (Student Samples, see Appendix). 

 
2. Remind students about the difference between constructive and 

evaluative feedback. 
 
3. Read the student passage with the guidelines that they will help tell the 

student what they did well and suggest ways they can improve. 
 
4. Give students time to try out some of the sentence starters on the “Cue 

Cards for Writing Groups” handout on the sample student work.  
 
5. Share out student responses to the student’s work. 
 
6. At the bottom of the student sample students should write “P.S.”. The 

“P” stands for praise so what the student did well and the “S” stands for 
suggestion so ways the writer could improve. Model summarizing the 
feedback in a P.S. format and then let students try it out on their own 
or in pairs. 
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Cue Cards for Writing Groups 

 Adapted from Harris and Graham (2007) 

To Show Like 
 
I liked _____________________ 
(specific techniques, events, or 
details you liked). 
 
These lines are effective  
because . . . 
 
I liked it when you said… 

To Show Suggestions 
 
I wondered 
_____________________ 
(questions left after reading it). 
 
I wish or you should consider 
_____________________ 
(suggestions for improvement). 

 
 
To Show that You Were Paying 
Attention to the Way They 
Wrote 
 
The part when you said…made 
me think . . . 
 
The sentence… makes me 
believe what you're saying is… 
 
I could imagine… 
 
This word/phrase stands out for 
me because… 
 
I like how you use ____ to 
show… 
 
I think you got the point across 
that you . . . 

 
To Show Confusion 
 
I was confused by . . . 
 
I'm having trouble with . . .  
 
The part where you said…broke 
the flow for me… 
 
I'm still not sure what you're 
trying to say . . . 
 
I don't quite understand why . . . 

 



137 

 

 
Peer Feedback Rubric 

 
Elements Got it 

(5) 
Almost There 
(3) 

Not Yet 
(2) 

Quality of 
Feedback 

Comments are 
positive and 
constructive 
 
At least five 
comments in 
annotations. 

Some comments 
are positive and 
constructive 
 
At least three 
comments in 
annotations. 
 

Comments are 
not constructive 
 
At least two 
comments in 
annotations. 

P.S.: Praise 
and 
Suggestion 

In the five 
comments 
students gave 
praise and also 
suggested ways 
to improve 
writing. 

In the three 
comments 
students gave 
praise and also 
suggested ways 
to improve 
writing. 

In the two 
comments 
students gave 
praise and also 
suggested ways 
to improve 
writing. 
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Constructive Feedback Quiz 

(Teacher Copy) 
 

Respond true or false based on your understanding of constructive feedback. 
 
1. I liked it  
 Correct Answer: False 
2. I liked the part where you described the city where you were born and how it looked 
and smelled. 
 Correct Answer: True 
3. I suggest that you add more to the part where you said “I am from Los Angeles” 
because I need to know more details in order to see it better in my mind. 
 Correct Answer: True 
4. Your writing is confusing. 
 Correct Answer: False 
5. What if you tried deleting the part about San Antonio because I think it takes away 
from what you are trying to say about Los Angeles. 
 Correct Answer: True 
6. It makes sense to have similes in your poem but what if you tried limiting your similes 
to a couple rather than ten of them. I think it would emphasize your ideas with just a 
couple similes. 
 Correct Answer: True 
7. I don't care what you are writing about. 
 Correct Answer: False 
8. I think your main point is to show the reader who you are and where you came from. I 
could really see it in my mind while you read your writing to me. 
 Correct Answer: True 
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Constructive Feedback Quiz 

(Student Copy) 
 

Respond true or false based on your understanding of constructive feedback. 
 
1. I liked it 

o True 
 

o False 
2. I liked the part where you described the city where you were born and how it looked 
and smelled. 

o True 
 

o False 
3. I suggest that you add more to the part where you said “I am from Los Angeles” 
because I need to know more details in order to see it better in my mind. 
 

o True 
 

o False 
4. Your writing is confusing. 

o True 
 

o False 
5. What if you tried deleting the part about San Antonio because I think it takes away 
from what you are trying to say about Los Angeles. 

o True 
 

o False 
6. It makes sense to have similes in your poem but what if you tried limiting your similes 
to a couple rather than ten of them. I think it would emphasize your ideas with just a 
couple similes. 
 

o True 
 

o False 
7. I don't care what you are writing about. 
 

o True 
 

o False 
8. I think your main point is to show the reader who you are and where you came from. I 
could really see it in my mind while you read your writing to me. 

o True 
o False 
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Reading for Voice  
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Reading for Voice Lessons 

 
Lesson Description: 
 
 Students will learn a new strategy “FL.O.W.” to apply to the texts featured 
 in the “Bibliography of relevant texts” (see Appendix) that demonstrate 
 voice through figurative language, organization and the writer.  
 
Purpose: 

• To promote voice in student writing the student needs exposure to 
relevant text models that is a strong example of voice.  

 
• Research suggests that students can use a strategy independently 

through teacher modeling and practice.  
 
Common Core Standards: 

• Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical 
inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking 
to support conclusions drawn from the text. 

 
• Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text. 

 
• Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes or topics in order 

to build knowledge or to compare the approaches the authors take. 
 
Teacher Tips: 

• Choose relevant texts by assessing student interest (Midterm Prompts, 
see Appendix). 

 
• Use a variety of media like video, music and text to provide a wide variety 

of examples and comparison (Bibliography of relevant texts, see 
Appendix).  

 
Lesson Series: 
 
Lesson one: FL.O.W. 1, What is Voice? 
Lesson two: FL.O.W. 2, Voice in Performance Poetry 
Lesson three and four: FL.O.W.  3 and 4, Voice in Poetry 
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FL.O.W. Lesson One: What is Voice? 
 

 
Text:  
 Tupac “Keep Ya Head Up” (clean version) and Bob Marley “Redemption 
 Song”, lyrics and the songs are online. 
 
Materials: 
 
 Pen or pencil 
 Copy of the text and FL.O.W. 1 for each student 
 Audio and visual equipment for videos and music 
 
Teacher Directions: 
 
 

1. Ask students to see if they can figure out the difference between the 
writers of the two songs.  

2. Students should then listen to both songs with the text in front of them 
and mark the text when they see a difference between Tupac and Bob 
Marley, something that shows the unique style of the writer. 

3. After students have time listening and marking the text, discuss the 
term voice: How do you know it is a Tupac song? How do you know it 
is a Bob Marley song?  

4. When they have responded let students know that what they found is 
called voice. 

5. Distribute FL.O.W., go over what FL.O.W. stands for and briefly see 
what the students know for each of the terms. 

6.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
6. For each of the songs ask and show how to write direct lines from the 
text as evidence for the term. 

 

Figurative  

Language: simile, metaphor, imagery, sensory language 

Organization: line breaks, stanzas (paragraphs in poetry), 

repetition, rhyme, beginning, middle and end 

Writer (Voice): they’re putting it in their own words, 1st person, 

informal language, speaker, tone, diction 
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Name:                                                            Period:                                              
Date: 
 

FL.O.W. #1 
 

Lens 
 

  

Text #1:  
Redemption Song 

Bob Marley 
 

Text #2:  
Keep Ya Head Up 

Tupac Shakur 

Figurative 
Language  
(Simile, 
Metaphor, 
Imagery and 
Sensory 
Language) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Organization 
How is the 
song 
structured? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Writer’s 
Voice 
What do you 
know about 
the writer’s 
life 
experience? 
(Speaker, 
Tone) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How is the 
use of 
language 
different in 
the two 
songs? 
(Diction) 
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FL.O.W. Lesson Two: Voice in Performance Poetry 
 
Text:  
“To this Day…For the bullied and the beautiful”, Shane Koyczan 
 
Materials: 

• Pen or pencil  
• Highlighter  
• Paper 
• Text copy of the text and FL.O.W. 2 for each student 
• Audio and visual equipment for videos and music 

 
Teacher Directions: 
 

 
1. Remind students about FL.O.W. and voice from the day before.  
 
2. Ask students to do a write on one of the two prompts:  
 
 Write about a time when you were bullied, called names or made 
 fun of in a way that embarrassed you. Did this change your mind 
 about who you are? or Write about a time when someone made fun 
 of your dreams. 
 
3. After students write, watch the video. After watching the video once 

allow for student reactions and then distribute the text and also 
FL.O.W. 2.  

 
4. Watch it a second time, this time tell students to highlight for FL.O.W. 

on the text.  
 

 
5. When the video is complete have them complete the FL.O.W. chart.  
 
6. Students will have reactions to this text, end class by discussing how 

Koyczan uses his voice through figurative language, organization and 
his performance. 
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Name:                                                                     Period:              Date: 
 

FL.O.W. #2 
Lens 

 
  

Text:   
“To This Day…For the Bullied and the Beautiful” 

 
 

Figurative 
Language  
(Simile, 
Metaphor, 
Imagery and 
Sensory 
Language) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Organization 
Notice ways the 
poem is put 
together or 
structured. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Writer 
What do you 
know about the 
writer’s life 
experience? 
(Speaker, 
Tone) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What are 
examples of 
powerful 
language? 
(Diction) 
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FL.O.W. Lesson Three and Four: Voice in Poetry 
Directions are the same for both lessons, modify as needed. 

 
Text:  
FL.O.W. 3 
“I am what I am” and “Child of the Americas” (Morales and Morales, 1986) 
 
FL.O.W. 4 

• “We Real Cool” (Brooks, 1983) 
• “Mother to Son” (Hughes, 1994) 
• “Knock Knock” (Beaty, 2010) 

 
Materials: 
 

• Pen or pencil 
• Highlighter  
• Paper 
• Text copy of the text and FL.O.W. 3 or 4 for each student 
• Audio and visual equipment for video and audio clips 

 
 
Teacher Directions: 
 

 
1. Remind students about FL.O.W. and voice from the day before.  
 
2. Distribute copies of the poems. FL.O.W. 4 incorporates an online video 

and audio clips from Brooks and Hughes. 
 
3. For FL.O.W. 3 read the Morales and Morales texts out loud or for 

FL.O.W 4 listen to Hughes, Brooks and watch Beaty. 
 
4. Students mark the text for voice or FL.O.W. and add to the FL.O.W. 

chart. 
 
5. Share student responses to the texts. 
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Name:                                                            Period:                                              
Date: 
 

FL.O.W. #3 
 

Lens 
 

  

Text:   
“I Am What I Am ” 

 
 

Text: 
“Child of the Americas” 

Figurative 
Language  
(Simile, 
Metaphor, 
Imagery and 
Sensory 
Language) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Organization 
Describe the 
ways the poem 
is put together 
or structured. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Writer’s Voice 
What do you 
know about the 
writer’s life 
experience? 
(Speaker, 
Tone) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What are 
examples of 
powerful 
language? 
(Diction) 
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Name:                                                            Period:                                              
Date: 
 

FL.O.W. #4 
 

Lens 
 

  

Text: 
We Real Cool 

 

Text: 
Mother to Son 

Text: 
Knock Knock 

Figurative 
Language  
(Simile, 
Metaphor, 
Imagery and 
Sensory 
Language) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Organization 
Describe the 
ways the poem 
is put together or 
structured. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Writer’s Voice 
What do you 
know about the 
writer’s life 
experience? 
(Speaker, Tone) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What are 
examples of 
powerful 
language? 
(Diction) 
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Writing with Voice Lessons 
 

Lesson Description: 
 
 Students will write three poems using a relevant text as an example. 
 Student samples follow the three lessons. 
 
Purpose: 
 

• To apply the reading strategy FL.O.W. to their own original work. 
 
• To express their voice. 

 
Common Core Standards: 
 

• Develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, editing, 
rewriting, or trying a new approach. 

 
• Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, 

organization, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.  
 

Lesson Series: 
 
Lesson one: Voice Lesson 1 
Lesson two: Voice Lesson 2 
Lesson three: Voice Lesson 3 
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Voice Lesson #1 

(Adapted from Romano, 2004)  
 

Theme: Personal Identity in a Community 
Directions:  
1. Cut out or using the computer write at least 20 of the most powerful language 
examples that connect with the theme of "Personal Identity in a Community" 
 
2.Space or arrange the 25 words so that they’re poem-like either cut them out or 
do this on a computer. Pay attention to Organization: Line breaks, Layout, and 
other elements that will emphasize important words or ideas in the poem. 
 
3. Add mostly your own words to make it Flow 
 
4. Read aloud as you arrange the words! Test the possible line breaks by pausing 
slightly. If it sounds good, it’s probably right. 
 
5. You can space words out so that they are all alone or run together. You can 
also put key words on lines by themselves. 
 
6. Final draft: Typed with proper heading and a really great title! 
Pay attention to Figurative Language, Organization and you the Writer.  

Student Example 
Waiting for War  
by Ruthie 
 
Warriors and toilers 
with ancient identities, 
souls in limbo. 
 
And wretchedness of lonemen 
who set off bombs 
leading to bloodshot 
and bruises. 
 
They breakdown like mules 
in the smoky plants 
and churned up fields. 
 
Jobs worthy of abilities 
that can never be laid off. 
Fire guns at targets 
they battle for territory 
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Voice Lesson #2 
(Adapted from Romano, 2004)  

 
Theme: Personal Identity in a Community 

Directions:  
1. Choose either “I am What I am” or “Child of the Americas” both by Aurora and 
Rosario Morales as a model for what you write. You may pick and choose some 
features from both. 
 
2. Imitate only the organization structures that hold the poem together. 
Everything else is you! 
 
3. Remember to connect your writing with our class theme. 
 
4. When you think you are done read it out loud! Test the possible line breaks by 
pausing slightly. If it sounds good, it’s probably right. 
 
5. Final draft: Remember to put your name on the back of your paper.  
 
 
Pay attention to Figurative Language, Organization and you the Writer.  
 
What you might imitate: 

• stanzas 
• line breaks 
• repetition of words and lines 
• use of punctuation or not 
• topics and themes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Teacher Sample 
I am what I am 
A Los Angeleno 
A Italian quarter breed of a mutt 
Light skinned and freckled  
I am a San Diegan 
a transplant  
that lives for San Diego sun 
and better yet no smog  
and no traffic 
like in Los Angeles 
 
I am not a Los Angeles stereotype 
a white girl living a nice life  
in West Los Angeles 
although it is in my blood 
I am not frantically trying to fit in  
to the latest styles, 
plastic surgeries 
and updating my Facebook status to prove 
something. 
 
I am new. San Diego with the sun 
San Diego my home of twenty years. 
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Voice Lesson #3 

(Adapted from Romano, 2004)  
 
 

Theme: Personal Identity in a Community 
Directions:  
1. Choose one of the following to use as a model for your own free verse poem: 

• “Mother to Son” Langston Hughes 
• “We Real Cool” Gwendolyn Brooks 
• “Knock Knock” Daniel Beaty 

   
2. When you write your poem remember to write with FL.O.W.  
 
3. Try to connect your writing with our class theme: Personal Identity in a 
Community. 
 
4. When you think you are done read it out loud!   
 
5. Final draft: Lined paper write dark or type, put your name on the back of your 
paper and number assigned to you on the front. 
 
Pay attention to Figurative Language, Organization and you the Writer.  
 
What you might imitate: 

• stanzas 
• short or long lines 
• line breaks 
• repetition of words and lines 
• use of punctuation or not 
• topics and themes 
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Student Sample #1, Susan 
 
 

I am from San Pedro Sula 
In Honduras & San Diego, CA 
I am from the place were you 
can do anything 
I am from the winds that cause 
storms & natures young calling. 
The city & place were people go crazy 
& can’t get caught 
The place ere the government 
is selfish for same. 
Birds chirp on one place while snakes slither in 
another 
where that place is for me called home 
I am from San Pedro Sula 
In Honduras. 



154 

 

Student Sample #2, Muhammed 
(after Morales and Morales “I am what I am”, 1986) 

 
I Am What I am. 

I Am African mixed with Barawa.  

I am a kid born in North Carolina.  

I am from the Ahmed family 

Where we eat samosas and rice 

I am from Ohio where the Buckeyes play the Gators. 

I am an American citizen. I am what I am.   

I am tired of defending who I am. 

I am what I am. 

I am not a terrorist.  

I do not strap bombs to my chest. 

I was not part of 9-11. I am not a bad person.  

I am not a show off for what I am. 

I am what I am. 

I am not  

A liar 

A cheater 

A stealer. 

This is who I am. 
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Student Sample #3, Joe 
(after Morales and Morales “I am what I am”, 1986) 

 
 

I am what I am. 

A young Filipino boy who doesn’t speak the language 

But I am what I am. 

A nerd who isn’t really that smart 

But I am what I am. 

I am not the kid you want on your sports team 

But I can try my best. 

I am not phased by what people say I am 

But in my mind I reply 

Hey, I am what I am. 
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Student Sample #4, Henry 
 
 

Roses are red violets are blue I don’t have a poem for all of you 

So I wrote this poem to tell where I’m from 

I’m from sunny shores and warm beaches 

I’m from creepy creatures and tiresome nights 

From myths and tall tales of creatures that frighten and use there long nails 

I am from the shores filled with beautiful fish 

And scattered with shells that wash up from the tides 

I am from peaceful streams and seas 

I am from Guam the island of beauty. 
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Student Sample #5, Shauna 
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Student Sample #6, Marsha 
(after Morales and Morales “I am what I am”, 1986) 

 
 

I Am What I Am  
I am a girl ,  

A girl w/ a future  

I am what I am !  

I am a girl who acts like she doesn’t care what & WHO is around  

I am a girl w/ a lot of weird & bad flaws .. 

I am what I am !  

I am a girl who loves basketball,  

I am a girl who can keep others happy, but may not be happy myself.  

I am what I am ! 

I am a girl that doesn’t accept other people’s problems.  

I am a girl likes to go out & have fun  

I am what I am !  

I am a girl most people don’t like, but I can care less .  

I am a girl who’s life is a roller coaster ride to this DAY.  

I am what I am !  

I am a girl who KNOWS life is full of surprises. 

I am a girl who is waiting on god to save ME!  

So accept me for who I AM.  

I don’t have time for the 50 – 50 So you ride w/ me or you don’t 

That’s just ME . Accept my flaws & Accept me (:  
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Student Sample #7, Larry 
(after Beaty “Knock Knock”, 2010) 

 
 
 
Knock knock on the window of opportunities  
for African American men to succeed. 
Knock knock for young teens using and selling drugs 
and of course smoking weed. 
Open and then lock that window of opportunity 
because once you are focused  
on that opportunity of a lifetime 
you will be that successful person within you. 
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Student Sample #8, Roger 
(after Morales and Morales “I am what I am”, 1986) 

 
 
 

I am what I am 
a San Diegan 
a boy that loves the summer weather 
and the extraordinary style that people have 
that parks where you make friends 
And the beautiful girls roaming the streets 
With long hair, skinny body but a big waist 
I am just a kid with crazy hormones 
a kid that loves being young 
I am what I am  
a kid that never wants to grow old. 
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Student Sample #9, Lee 

(after Sanders “The Men We Carry in Our Minds”, 1987) 
 
 
They ran the world 
with hatred and discrimination 
where the skin of their faces 
was an emblem of racial hatred. 
 
This is not war 
not a battle for living. 
This is life 
where the people will not only be judged 
because of the color of their skin. 
 
As if people think that the color of their skin mattered 
instead of the content of their heart. 
People would not even think  
about growing up to be like these potent creatures 
as if they ran the world. 
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Evaluating Three Aspects of Writing Groups 
 
 

Description: Three tools helped me assess progress in the areas: writing group, 
peer feedback and student voice. 
 
 

Writing Groups 
 
Students completed “Writing group reflection #1” (see Appendix) immediately 
after the first writing group. Student responses illustrated the benefits and 
limitations of the writing groups. The same handout could be modified and given 
out after each writing group to assess class and group progress.  
 

Peer Feedback 
 
In the pre and post assessment I gave students the handout “Definition of 
Feedback” (see Appendix). This allowed me to see how their definition of 
feedback changed over time. After students had practiced giving feedback. I 
noticed from their reflections that some groups needed a reminder about the 
requirements. I put together the “Peer feedback rubric” (see Appendix) as a way 
to remind students about the requirements for feedback. This tool can be used 
for students to assess themselves or their group or you can use it to assess 
individual student progress.  
 

Student Writing 
 
The “Voice rubric” (see Appendix) is a tool to evaluate student work. Peers can 
be assigned the duty of judging a peer from the aspects on the rubric. The 
student panelist could assign points to the presenter. The score from the student 
and teacher can be averaged to give a grade to the student. 
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Definition of Feedback 

Name: 
Period: 
Date: 
 
Direction: In the spaces below, complete the two sentences 
 

Feedback is… 
 

 
The reason for feedback is… 
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Panelist’s Name:             Student’s Name:                               

Voice Rubric 

 
 

Scoring directions: Give the student a score based on the amount of attempts they make 
in voice and quality of presentation. If they complete all 5 bullets on the list, check off five in 
the score column. 
All panelist scores will be averaged for a student grade. 

G
ot

 It
- 

fiv
e 

(5
 p

ts
.) 

A
lm

os
t  

Th
er

e-
 

3/
5 

(3
 p

ts
.) 

N
ee

ds
 

W
or

k-
 

2/
5 

 
(2

 p
ts

.) 
N

o 
 

A
tte

m
pt

- 
(0

 p
ts

.) 

Vo
ic

e 

The poem… 
• shows the writer’s unique 

personality  
• uses powerful language 
• is expressive and engaging  
• uses figurative language 
• flows from beginning to the 

end 

    

Q
ua

lit
y 

of
 

pr
es

en
ta

tio
n 

The writer… 
• reads their title before 

beginning 
• looks at the audience when 

reading 
• has a positive attitude 
• reads slowly and is easy to 

understand  
• thanks the audience 

    

O
ve

ra
ll 

C
om

m
en

ts
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Name: 
Period: 
Date: 
 

Writing Group #1 Reflection                          
(Adapted from (Sommers,1980) 

 
After writing groups what did you do with your poem? Give examples. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Define Revision 
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Midterm Prompts 
(Adapted from Learning Express, 2003) 

 
Directions:  
You will need lined paper to do this part of the final! 
10 total points, 2 pts for each of the following: 

• Write a complete personal narrative in paragraphs.* 
• Stick to the prompt* 
• Must have a beginning, middle and end* 
• Include proper heading and a title (you choose)* 
• Label and circle A, B or C in the heading on your paper* 

 *Points will be taken off for not doing any one of the above tasks.* 
 
Choose one of the following prompts: 
A.  
Martin Luther King, Jr., said that he wished for the day when his 
children “would be judged not by the color of their skin but by the 
content of their character.” Write about a time in your life when 
the content of your character was tested. 
 
B.  
People often say “Don’t judge a book by its cover.” Describe a 
time when you misjudged someone based on his or her 
appearance or when someone misjudged you. 
 
C. When we reflect upon our childhood, we often come back to a few 
key events that had a major impact on us. Tell about one of those 
defining events from your childhood. 
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Name________________________________ 
 
Date:__________________ 
 
Teacher and Period_____________________________ 
 

Pre Writing Survey 
 

1. Tell me about yourself and what you like to write. 
 
 
 
 
2. Rate your current level of enthusiasm for writing you do in school (1-10) 10 is 
the highest:______ 
3. Name two people in this class that help you with writing the most?  
 
1st  

_____________________________2nd ______________________________ 
 
4. Rate your writing ability, I am a good writer (1-10) 10 is the 
highest:_________ 
 
Section D: Thoughts on Writing Post-High School 
5.How necessary is being a good writer for a successful career or being 
successful in college? 
Circle one. 
 
1        2         3            4             5
     
Not necessary                    Extremely 
necessary 
 
6. What do you think you need to know in order to prepare yourself for being a 
successful writer in college or in a career after high school? 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________ 
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Name:  
Period: 
Date: 

Post Writing Survey 
 
There are no correct answers to the survey. Answer honestly and support your 
answers in the space below the question. Thank you for taking this seriously 
 
Writing poetry 
1. Did you enjoy writing poems? 
1   2   3  4   5 
No way!                     Sort of            Definitely 
What did you like or not about the poetry project? 
 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
2. Could you write a poem without the help of your teachers and peers? 
1   2   3   4  5 
Only with a lot of help                       A little help               Yes, on my own 
Would you want to write a poem? Why or Why not? 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
Writing Groups 
3. Did you like meeting in writing groups? 
1   2   3   4  5 
Not useful    Depends                   Loved it! 
What did you like or didn’t you like about writing groups? 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
4. Did you prefer Edmodo writing groups over having a paper copy? 
1   2   3       4   5 
I preferred paper          I liked both    Edmodo 
groups were awesome 
What were the advantages/ disadvantages of writing groups in Edmodo? 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
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Poetry Reading 
5. Did you like the poetry reading? 
 1   2   3  4   5 
Not at all                       Sort of        Totally 
What did you get out of it? 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Writer Identity 
6. Who is a writer? 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
7. Name two people in the class that helped you the most during this 
project: 
 
1st ______________________________              
 
2nd_____________________________ 
 
8. Anything else you want to say that you did not get to mention about the 
project? 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________
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