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Abstract 
Poetry writing as a teaching method provides a meaningful way of teaching 
English to English Language Learners, because student voices can be 
presented in the poems (see Hanauer, 2012). Writing and sharing poems, 
especially “I” poems, can be a good way to engage students in a follow-up 
conversation, exchanging reflective and critical thoughts on identities and 
cultures. “I” poems are poems that use first point of views, which allows 
students to express their own voices, and other students to relate well to such 
voices (Kucan, 2007). Additionally, through writing and sharing poems of 
personal memories with others, students often open up to one another and 
to form a mutually supportive group in the class, which is important in 
teaching ELL students (see Purdy, 2008; Roessingh, 2011; and Xuemei, 
2004).  

This paper will describe a poetry workshop for teachers enrolled in a 
graduate course in which a model "I" poem was used for the participants to 
imitate in creating their own "I" poems.  Imitation of a poem is an accepted 
teaching method in both K-12 schools (e.g., Dunning & Stafford, 1992; 
Koch, 1980, 1990) and in higher education (e.g., Ruzich, 1999; VonBergen, 
2001), because using a model poem will familiarize students with the 
structure and theme of poetry and help to lower the anxiety to the genre 
(Tompkins, 2008). With the combination of cultural heritage research, a 
poetry workshop can facilitate students to reflect on their own cultures and 
become more aware of others’.  Additionally, this paper will share the 
excerpts from the poems and reflections that teachers wrote in a poetry 
workshop as part of a graduate teaching method class. The teachers 
participated in the workshop to understand what their K-12 students 
experience as they write a poem and therefore to be able to help them in 
planning their writing instruction (Morgan, 2010 Watts & Thompson, 2008).  
Excerpts from the teacher poems and teacher comments are shared as part 
of the discussions, to show how participation in this workshop will benefit 
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teachers in teaching poetry-writing to ELLs.  
 

Keywords: model poem, poetry workshop, ELL, student voice, multicultural 
awareness    
 

 
Introduction 

In U.S. classrooms, teachers face increasingly more linguistic and cultural 
diversity as the number of English Language Learners (ELLs) increases in 
schools. Research calls for the needs of recognizing the culture and identity 
of ELLs in the classrooms (Purdy, 2008; Roessingh, 2011, 2012).  Xuemei 
and Girvan (2004) suggest that formation of intercultural community in ESL 
settings will enrich students’ learning experiences, and new identity and new 
cultural space should be created in the community.  

Creating an intercultural community in the classrooms is important to 
support ELLs learning. One of the key psychological factors hindering 
second language acquisition in a classroom is ELL students’ anxiety toward 
the language learning, or second language anxiety (Pappamihiel, 2002; Strand, 
et al., 2011; Woodrow, 2006).  According to Woodrow (2006), ELL students 
often choose to be shy away from class activities for reasons including a lack 
of teacher engagement or an affective classroom environment. Evidence 
indicates that language learning anxiety may lead students to selective 
mutism, a type of anxiety disorder that stops student from being engaged in 
classroom discourses (see Mayworm, et al., 2015). 

There are attempts to support ELL students by acknowledging their 
cultures, with creative endeavors, from creating “graphic stories or comics” 
on students’ accounts of their families’ journey of immigration (Danzak, 
2011)  to  making a “dual-language book” using objects of cultural and 
personal relevance ELLs  brought from home to generate stories of families 
(Roessingh, 2011).  Scullin and Baron (2013) suggest using “freewriting 
notebooks” to lower the writing anxiety of ELL students.  

Aligned with such efforts, we will describe a poetry workshop that uses a 
model “I” poem as a way of acknowledging cultural diversity and creating an 
affective, supportive environment for ELL students.  We intend to share this 
workshop model, believing that both teachers and ELL students can benefit 
from this model.  Additionally, excerpts from the poems and reflections that 
the teachers wrote in the poetry workshop will be shared and discussed.  The 
teachers participated in the poetry workshop on the premise that by writing 
poems, they would go through the same experience as their own students 
would and therefore would be better equipped to teach their students poetry 
writing (Watts & Thompson, 2008).  Morgan (2010) found that pre-service 
teachers in a writing method course identified having similar experience to 
that of their future students as one of the best specific knowledge they gained 
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from the course.  In conclusion, we suggest that teachers can choose to use 
the same approach with their students to encourage them to express their 
voices in poetry writing by forming an affective, supportive classroom.  

 
Literature Review  

 Using model poems, imitating the style of a poet while creating one’s 
own original work, has been encouraged, both in K-12 schools (e.g., Dunning 
& Stafford, 1992; Koch, 1980, 1990) and in higher education (e.g., Ruzich, 
1999; VonBergen, 2001), to teach students how to write poetry and help them 
lower their anxiety about the genre. Tompkins (2008) supports using a model 
poem to familiarize students with the structure and theme of poetry 
(Tompkins, 2008).   

Writing and sharing poems, especially “I” poems, can be a good way to 
engage in conversation. “I” poems have been used as an icebreaker to 
introduce oneself or as a book response to deepen literary understanding in 
classrooms (Kucan, 2007). “I” poems are referred to the poems that are 
written in the first-person point of view, with a relatively easy format or 
rhymes for students to follow.  

“I” poems can be powerful because the students may express their own 
voices from the first-person point of view and other students can relate well 
to such voices (Kucan, 2007). It is well-accepted approach of using first 
person narratives as tools to express individual voices in both education and 
research because the authors can tell stories based on their lived experiences 
(e.g. Barkhuizen, 2016; Mazzoli Smith, 2014; Pomerantz & Kearney, 2012).    

Poetry writing, using “I” poems as a model poem, is a way of encouraging 
English Language Learners with diverse backgrounds to reflect on cultural 
practices including their own, and to express their thoughts. Nieto (2002) 
proposed for multicultural education in schools: to use students’ diverse 
experiences as a basis and resource for their learning; to reflect on and assess 
their own cultures and those of others; and ultimately, to help students 
develop their own perspective and to construct the knowledge of 
multiculturalism. Poetry writing as a classroom methodology may provide a 
meaningful way of teaching English to ELLs as student voices can be 
presented (See Hanauer, 2012). Therefore, through this kind of exercise, 
learner autonomy can be promoted as students reflect on their developing 
identities and their sense of who they are and how they relate to the world 
(Kumaravadivelu, 2006).  
 
Procedure  

Setting and Participants  
A workshop using a model “I” poem was placed in a teacher education 

course that emphasizes the role of culture in English language learning, 
aligned to the standards of TESOL International Association (2010). The 



Chung, M.; Miller, J 

4 

participants of the workshop were novice teachers with 1 to 5 years of 
teaching experience, who were enrolled in a language and literacy teaching 
method class, in which the teachers were encouraged to write poetry using a 
model poem and to understand what their students experience in the writing 
process.   

Prior to beginning writing a poem, the participants conduct research on 
their own ethnicity, culture, and family history. Methods of conducting such 
research include, but are not limited to, using the Internet, or books, and 
formal or informal interviews with family or community members. Based on 
what they learned from the research, the participants were then told to write 
a poem parallel to the model poem provided to them.  

The poems and reflections shared in this paper are from the workshops 
in different sections of the course taught in different semesters. We as the 
professors of the sections reviewed the poems and reflections in an effort to 
find feedback on our own teaching. We chose the poems in this paper based 
on the themes emerged as we examined the poems.  

 
Model “I” Poem  
The following poem by George Ella Lyon (1999) was used in the poetry 

workshop as a model "I" poem. The participants imitated the style of the 
poem as they wrote their own personal poems. A poetry workshop may use 
a different model poem.  

 
Where I'm From 
 By George Ella Lyon (1999)   
 
I am from clothespins,  
from Clorox and carbon-tetrachloride.  
I am from the dirt under the back porch. 
(Black, glistening,  
it tasted like beets.)  
I am from the forsythia bush 
the Dutch elm 
whose long-gone limbs I remember 
as if they were my own.  
 
I'm from fudge and eyeglasses,  
from Imogene and Alafair.  
I'm from the know-it-alls 
and the pass-it-ons,  
from Perk up! and Pipe down!  
I'm from He restoreth my soul 
with a cotton ball lamb 
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and ten verses I can say myself.  
 
I'm from Artemus and Billie's Branch,  
fried corn and strong coffee.  
From the finger my grandfather lost  
to the auger,  
the eye my father shut to keep his sight.  
Under my bed was a dress box 
spilling old pictures,  
a sift of lost faces 
to drift beneath my dreams.  
I am from those moments-- 
snapped before I budded -- 
leaf-fall from the family tree.  
 
Poetry Workshop  
In the poetry workshop, the instructor first read aloud the poem written 

by George Ella Lyon to the participants, handed out a copy of it to each of 
them, and simply asked them to write a poem following the model poem. 
The participants were also informed of what the poet did when she first 
created the poem, e.g., “I decided to see what would happen if I made my 
own where-I'm-from lists, which I did, in a black and white speckled 
composition book. I edited them into a poem” (Lyon, 2009).  

The participants shared their poems orally with the whole group. In 
addition, they were asked to respond to other people’s poems in writing. This 
procedure can occur in pairs, a small group, or a large group, depending on 
the class size or more importantly, the level of comfort the participants feel 
in sharing their personal or emotional piece with others. As the conclusion 
to the writing process, the instructor selected one part from each participant’s 
poem and combines them into one class poem that contributed to creating a 
sense of community in the class. This process was done in the hope that the 
participants learn that, despite the differences students bring to the 
classroom, they could contribute to the learning community. After the 
workshop, the participants wrote their reflections.  

 
Findings 

Sense of Supportive Community  
As we examined the poems, we found that there were recurring themes 

in their poems, including childhood memories, gender, identity, family, 
history, and religion. Some topics, such as religion or political events, are 
often considered subjects too sensitive for class discussions. However, the 
participants in the workshop felt safe enough to share their poems on those 
topics.  
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In the following poems, the teachers in the workshop wrote their 
childhood memories and family values and dynamics in which they grew up. 
The poems illustrate different family lives and traditions, but they share the 
common theme of family to which readers can relate.  

… 
I am from hand-me downs, cut it in half, buy one get one free 
I am from organized chaos, a house of commotion 
… 
I am from home cooked meals, cross country camping trips, visit to 

museums, singing in the car 
I am from traditions, laughter, sorrow, joy, love and family bonds 
I am from a creative mother, a gentle father, five sisters and two brothers 
 
Another teacher wrote,  
 
I am from roast chicken dinners 
From divorced parents, but lots of hugs and kisses. 
  
I am from Chanukah hunts and homemade latkes 
Warm and topped with applesauce 
  
I am from Christmas trees and aromatic candles, 
Glowing in the winter quiet 
  
I am from plane trips across the pond, 
From “to-may-to,” not “to-mah-to” 
…   
 
 The following poem is also about the author’s childhood memories, 

especially about how she was brought up by the women in her family and 
how these memories influenced who she is as a woman. 

 
I am from the staircase  
That cradled me as I cried when my mom left every morning.  
I am from the housecoat 
Blue cotton and soft slippers my grandmother wore  
I am scented with the smell of bacon 
Greasy from the fried chicken 
Sticky from the dripping ice pops 
Cleaned off by the swipe of my pink washcloth … 
I am as strong as a woman 
As the baritone of my grandmother’s voice…  
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As she shared this poem with the rest of the class, the others were able to 
understand her voice as a woman. Most of the participants were women and 
many were working mothers. Even the male teachers had memories of their 
mothers and grandmothers who had influenced them a great deal in 
becoming who they were.  

As one teacher commented to another, “I connected to your poem 
because some of your memories and dreams are similar to mine…. I think 
that poetry has the ability to help us call up memories to become more 
prolific", sharing poems helped the class connect to one another in a deeper 
way.  We believe that by writing and sharing poems of personal memories 
and family history with others, the participants in the workshop were able to 
open up to one another and feel a sense of community in the class.  

Building a supportive classroom community has been argued to be 
effective to teach students with linguistic and cultural diversity (e.g. Iddings, 
2005; Williamson, 2012). Teacher should be reminded that learning language 
is a social practice that involves both student-to-student and teacher-to-
student interactions (Ortactepe, 2014; Toth, & Davin, 2016). Christian and 
Bloome (2004) explain how the social dynamics impact learning and why 
ELL students are often marginalized in literacy practices. ELL students are 
often positioned lower within the classroom community, partially because of 
the cultural and linguistic differences from their non-ELL peers.  Klingner 
and Vaughn (2000) pointed out the cooperative learning increases 
meaningful communication and lower the anxiety in the culturally and 
linguistically diverse classroom.  

By first handedly experiencing the sense of belonging or understanding 
of others, teachers can be aware of the importance of forming the supportive 
community in their own classrooms.  

 
Aesthetic Experience of Poetry Writing 

The next poem describes childhood memories, but in connection with a 
historic moment.   

I am from marches and posters 
“Impeach Nixon Now” and  
“Veterans Against the War.” 
(When Daddy wore his ugly green jacket and hat) 
I am from my stuffed gray elephant named Watergate.  
 
In this poem, the author was able to capture historical moments using the 

personal voice, sometimes looking at events as if through an innocent child’s 
eyes, so that readers do not necessarily feel any gap between their political 
positions and those of the poet.   

 Religion is another common theme to be found in the teachers’ poems. 
The author of the next poem powerfully describes the religion on which her 
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culture is based and how her people survived throughout the history and 
managed to pass the tradition on through the generations. 

  
I am from ancient scrolls 
Of parchment yellowed by age 
Black inked letters 
Dance across the pages 
Alive today as  
They were then 
… 
I come from every land you are from 
I have been there 
I have endured the tortures of the evil 
The vile curses of villains 
Who sought to destroy 
All that I have stood for  
… 
A torch of pride 
A large and growing nation 
To pass on 
For the future  
 
In this poem, the teacher links what her ancestors had to go through to 

the future of the country. Her poem shows a sense of connecting the past to 
the future. The same is true of other poems shared in the workshop, which 
included hopes and visions for the future based on what they have 
experienced. Other participants were able to empathize with the collective 
hardship the author’s ancestors had to go through, because American history 
has been made by people who came seeking religious freedom. As one 
teacher who responded to the following poem remarked, “It expresses the 
pain and pride of our heritage.”   

Writing and sharing this kind of poems supports the notion of art as an 
open space where students can exercise real freedom of speech (Greene, 
1991, 1995). Dewey (2005) regarded artistic experience as an important part 
of a holistic learning experience that no other type of experience could 
replace; art has its own form and procedures, which makes students use 
creativity and imagination and enables them to tolerate uncertainty. 
Subscribing to Dewey’s ideas, Greene (1991) notes, aesthetic experience 
allows people to express their beliefs without the fear of critiques or negative 
reactions that would occur under normal circumstances. Through the arts, 
people can share their thoughts free from restraints, because the creative 
process of art tolerates uncertainty and welcomes diversity. Kucan (2007) 
agrees that poetry writing is aesthetic experience, which allows students 
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experience things from a different perspective.  Kucan continues to argue 
that asking students to write from a different perspective helps them to 
transform their way of looking or thinking (Tompkins & McGee, 1993 in 
Kucan 2007).   As the teachers in this poetry workshop wrote the poems and 
shared them with one another, they felt safe enough to speak out because the 
class was willing to accept other people’s perspectives or experiences. We 
believe that teachers can use this kind of writing and sharing experience as a 
way of encouraging students to open to other people’s perspectives, 
accepting poems as part of artistic experience.   

 
Multicultural Awareness 

We have found that the poems that the teachers wrote present culture as 
much more than costumes or festivals. As Bennet (2007) points out, culture 
is broad enough to include concepts of time, past and future, beauty, and 
good and bad. The topics in such poems seem to be inspired by the language 
and the themes of Lyon’s poem, but to be also affected by the students' 
cultural heritage research. The following poem shows how the author’s past 
is integral part of who she is.  

I am not from here, but I am from there 
I still think and I hope I cannot forget 
… 
I am from flavors and different tastes 
I am from coffee, the unique, it is the best 
I am from salsa and cumbia dance 
I am from vallenato and tropical trends 
… 
I am from my dreams, and I dream everyday 
I am from this world, and that is okay !!! 
 
The next poem recounts how the author was brought up with a scarcity 

of goods but with an abundance of everything else, even religions. 
 
I’m from rice and curry, 
From hot summer walks with no shoes 
So that my feet burned. 
I’m from mangos, guavas and papayas 
And hating apples because I ate too many. 
I’m from being impatience and procrastination.  
I’m from a melting pot of Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam. 
 
In this poem, contradictions co-exist: different types of personality in one 

person as well as four different religions in the same neighborhood. Where 
she came from, it was natural to see people from different religions living 
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together, and she never witnessed any conflicts between them. She was 
adopted by a Caucasian family but was able to develop an identity as an 
Indian American. Hence, she strongly believes that embracing differences 
could happen in this country, once we understand where others came from 
and how they have contributed to this country. “I’m an Indian. I’m not white, 
Anglo-American. I think the white people’s culture is dominating [in this 
country] but if you actually look around, there are so many influences but 
within a classroom setting, those influences aren’t acknowledged….I think 
that it could be stopped if people knew something about their [other 
people’s] culture. I think multicultural, or diversity education is very 
important in this sense.”   

 The following poem deals with many of the themes in other poems: 
family, religion, personality, gender, food, and clothes. It also encompasses 
most of what the teachers learned through the writing process.  

 
I am from espresso and shamrocks.  
I have dark olive skin but long golden locks. 
I am Sunday mass and soda bread, dry,  
But I am also Independency Day and hot apple pie.  
 
I am roasted peppers and tomatoes jarred for the year.  
I am the St. Patrick’s Day Parade that brings lots of cheer.  
Dad’s side is from Italy, Mom from Ireland.  
I am a little of both and plenty American.  
 
I am strong and bold, yet timid and shy. 
I am a person where many contradictions apply. 
I am feisty, impatient, nurturing, and sweet.  
I am a teacher, a wife, a friend, another face on the street.  
 
A woman of thirty; not quite old,  
Yet plenty of adventures and many stories told. 
Proud of who I am and where I have been.  
 
Overall, what the teachers learned from writing and sharing where-I’m-

from poems is that a person cannot be defined by one identity or one culture; 
we all have contradicting personalities and attributes within ourselves, and 
each of us is an amalgamation of the different people and cultures which we 
have encountered in our lifetime. As Nieto (2002) and Bennet (2007) argued, 
by reflecting on their own cultures and those of others, we can develop one’s 
own perspective and construct the knowledge of multiculturalism.   

Understanding other cultures begin from reflecting one’s own. We believe 
after experiencing such reflection process, teachers will be able to 
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acknowledge student identities and cultures in their classrooms.  
 

Reflections of Teachers  
Teacher reflections on their poems, their peers’ poems, and writing and 

sharing experiences support the themes we have discussed in the previous 
sections. They discussed self-identities (who I am), connecting with peers, 
and acceptance of different cultures.    

One teacher reflects, “Doing this activity myself was a great personal 
experience because it reminded me of all the interesting and unique qualities 
that make me ME. Some of it won’t make sense to others, but I think that’s 
what makes it special.” Another wrote, “As I was writing mine, I really was 
able to reflect on myself and where I come from… the words I chose were 
what came from my heart. They are the things I find most important about 
myself. They are the things I am the most proud of.” Another teacher 
participant agreed, “In my opinion it is a great way to share some background 
information about yourself and also a great way to find out about others by 
sharing out loud.” 

We believe that the experiences that the teachers had in the workshop are 
close to what Nieto (2002) proposed for multicultural education in schools: 
to use students’ diverse experiences as a basis and resource for their learning; 
to reflect on and assess their own cultures and those of others; and ultimately, 
to help students develop their own perspective and to construct the 
knowledge of multiculturalism. By sharing their cultural heritages reflected in 
the poems, the teachers can become more open to multiculturalism (see 
Ruzich, 1999) and obtain some level of multicultural awareness. Their first 
hand experiences will eventually help them in teaching their ELLL students. 
A number of teacher reflections echoed in this idea: 

 
This activity is something I would even consider doing with students in 

an ESL classroom. Specifically I would have students write about their 
culture and where they came from. This would be a great way to incorporate 
each and every student’s culture into the class that way they all feel welcomed. 

 
I could see how ELL students like to do this. They are able to write about 

themselves in a way that comes from within. It is almost like a reflection of 
yourself. In order to assign this, you should write one of your own so you are 
familiar with the thought process and emotion that comes with it.  

 
This month I will be beginning a unit on poetry along with the 3rd grade 

bilingual teacher….It will be fun and thanks to this course, I am able to feel 
more comfortable instead of feeling it [teaching poetry] being a chore!  

Conclusion 
Imitating poems is an accepted writing practice in schools (Tompkins, 
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2008). As Dewey (2005) explained, writing poetry is an aesthetic experience, 
providing an opportunity for self-expression and appreciation by others (also 
see Jackson, 1998). We believe that using this less-intimidating type of writing 
in a safe, supportive  learning place, participants can overcome the anxiety of 
writing a poem, or the dislike of the poetry genre itself, and realize that they 
could be poets.  

Augsburg (1998) argued that by writing, teachers become better able to 
understand their students’ experience. Teachers are expected to write in the 
hope that they would model for their students. It is well argued that it is 
important for teachers to write regularly. Teachers who write can help 
students in writing because they understand the hardships and the rewards 
of writing and, hence, can guide their student through the process of writing 
by sharing their experiences, teaching the value of writing, offering useful 
feedback, and providing a supportive community for writers (Augsburger, 
1998).   

We shared a poetry workshop using a model “I” poem in this paper, 
believing that what the teachers experienced in the poetry workshop can be 
a model to adopt to teach ELL students. As previously discussed, writing and 
sharing “I” poems is a good way to promote self-reflections and engage 
students in a meaningful conversation. Active meaning-making happens as 
students write a poem  as voices can be expressed and heard in the poem (see 
Hanauer, 2012). Integrating opportunities for personal narratives such as “I” 
poems into second language learning facilitates student participation 
(Matthews-DeNatale, 2008). This workshop model can promote real world 
applicability by making connections between the students’ lives and poetry 
writing. The model can be adapted to address different needs and English 
proficiency levels of students.  

Similar to what teachers wrote in the poetry workshop shared in this 
paper, students can write and share poems of personal memories and family 
or cultural history with others, and through this process they can open up to 
one another and form a safe, mutually supportive community in the 
classroom. Forming such a community is important for ELL students’ 
success in schools (see Purdy, 2008; Roessingh, 2011, 20122;  Xuemei, 2004) 
and lower language learning anxiety (Pappamihiel, 2002; Woodrow, 2006).   

We also want to add that creating and telling personal stories in poems 
can be a powerful way to address the complex issues in multicultural 
education that has been emphasized in teaching English to ELLs (TESOL, 
2010). After all, questions of “Whose story is worth telling?” “What kind of 
story will be told?” and “How will the story be told?” have been at the core 
of multicultural education (Tiedt & Tiedt, 2005), because its goal is to ensure 
that individual voices and different perspectives are heard.  Poetry writing 
can be a powerful tool to express one’s voice and to allow others to make 
connections.   
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