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Abstract

This article explores ways to introduce and integrate poetry in English classes in the
context of second-language education. My aimis to spark interest in contemporary
poetry while addressing general perceptions by both teachers and students that
poetryisdifficult toengagewith.lthusargue foranapproach thatcenterson“easier”
poems and involves aspects of contemporary popular culture to introduce poetry,
help students appreciate it, and eventually engage in creative writing of their own.
Furthermore, | suggest ways in which poetry can be integrated in English courses at
large, via the inclusion of strings of poems, within their broader cultural contexts,
and by linking them to different, more popular cultural forms of expression, such
as songs, films, and cartoons. | exemplify this approach by focusing on two poems
by African American poet Nikki Giovanni. “Knoxville, Tennessee” and “Nikki-Rosa” are
autobiographical poems which offer first-person accounts of the poet’s African
American cultural background. However, my intertextual approach interconnects
these poems with other poems and cultural texts from different parts of the
English-speaking world. Ultimately, | suggest that poetry, due to its brevity and
open-endedness, can enhance the study of the English language and Anglophone
cultures in a variety of ways beyond the close study of verse in terms of aesthetics.
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Poetry as a Strategy
for Teaching English

Using Nikki Giovanni’s
Poetry in the English as a
Second-/Foreign-Language Classroom

Maria Proitsaki

y interest in how poetry is used in the classroom springs from my personal

experience as a humanities student and an English language and literature

instructor in different educational contexts in two European countries,
Greece and Sweden. As a high school and university student in Greece, | was exposed
to poetry extensively. In school, the theoretical direction involved the study of
poetry on a weekly basis, with scheduled in-depth analyses of a variety of poems
from ancient to modern Greek. At university, literature courses had large poetry
segments and there were specialization courses on the work of specific poets, such
as a term-longwomen’s poetry course on Adrienne Rich, Denise Levertov, and Sylvia
Plath.

In contrast,in Sweden, poetry usually constitutes a small part of survey literature
courses and individual poems receive little attention. Noting this absence of poetry
and convinced of the importance of poems as objects of study from linguistic, liter-
ary,and cultural perspectives, as | started research on the work of Nikki Giovanniand
Rita Dove, | would often mark poems that could be taught together, or used in dif-
ferent contexts and for different purposes. But when | started teaching, my efforts
to include poetry collections in my courses met with obstacles, such as arguments
over the cost of these slim volumes and questions about the rationale behind sub-
stituting great novels for poems. To make matters worse, students were rarely
excited to deal with poetry. In an attempt to bypass administrative requirements
and the students’ general lack of enthusiasm to engage with poetry, | devised strat-
egies to assign poetry, help my students learn to enjoy poems and, in some cases,
even write verse of their own.
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My aim in this paper is to discuss ways which facilitate and enhance the intro-
duction and study of poetry in the English classroom. My pedagogical approach is
similar to David Hanauer’s in “Meaningful Literacy: Writing Poetry in the Language
Classroom” (2012), in which he situates poetry in the second-language classroom
“within a process of personal exploration of memory and the expression of personal
understanding and insight,” and seeks to reach a point at which “a second language
ceases to be a tool and becomes a personal resource and an ‘owned’ language.™ |
focus on methodological aspects of using poetry in second-/foreign-language (EFL)
courses, reading and writing, and introductory literature courses, thus leaving aside
the larger theoretical discussion concerning the benefits of exposing students
to the study of poems and having them practice creative writing? In other words,
my aim is to suggest ideas for the inclusion of poems in a rather broad sense, and
focus on creative writing as part of diverse classroom activities by highlighting the
importance of studying poetry and engaging in creative writing in the learning of
the English language without aspiring to debate or add critical viewpoints about
how or why poetry and creative writing may be beneficial. First, | address the issue
that students do not “like” poetry in general and that teachers rarely incorporate
poems in their lesson plans.In asecond step, | explore how poetry can be introduced
to English classes as well as used in creative writing projects. | focus primarily on
American poets and in particular on Nikki Giovanni, but, of course, other poetry may
be used instead. Similarly, while my work concentrates on university-level courses,
including teacher education programs, in which working with poems has been part
of lesson plan activities in both literary and linguistic contexts, my suggestions can
also be of relevance for (upper) secondary school levels.

Unpopular Poetry

The idea that poetry is unpopular is widely accepted. “Contemporary poetry is, to
put it mildly, unpopular, and that unpopularity may be increasing,” writes David Orr
inareview of Ben Lerner’s The Hatred of Poetry (2016),adding that surveys of Ameri-
cans’reading habits show that poetry readership has decreased by two-thirds since
19922 In his work, Lerner suggests a reason for people’s negative attitude toward
poetry: “Since language is the stuff of the social, and poetry the expression in lan-
guage of our irreducible individuality, our personhood is tied up with our poethood.”
He notes that while verse is present in childhood and adolescence, adults tend to
“fallaway” from poetry and that thereis a sense of embarrassment because “having
to acknowledge one’s total alienation from poetry chafes against the early associ-
ation of poem and self™ In an interview with Michael Clune, Lerner adds that due
to the belief that one is a poet “by virtue of being human,” not being a poet causes
feelings of exclusion and resentment.® According to Lerner, a disdain for poetry lies

x 122 x



P o
vo

Poetry as a Strategy for Teaching English

within the art form itself.

Onasimilar note,during a November 2015 webinar conducted under the auspices
of the Project on the History of Black Writing at the University of Kansas, the Afri-
can American poet Jericho Brown discussed people’s strange approach and rela-
tionship to poetry. People say they like music, Brown argued, although they are likely
to enjoy only some kinds of music; they may be listening to music absentmindedly
until a song they enjoy comes on the radio, but then this single song becomes a con-
firmation that they do, indeed, like music. In contrast, people claim they do not like
poetry because they happen to have disliked some poems. In other words, they do
not approach poetry as they do music and their attitude toward poems might be
differentif their expectations regarding poetry were more open.®

But poetry requires a higher degree of commitment and effort, and its accessi-
bility is anissue to be considered. For poems to be enjoyed, the reader needs to pay
attention and to have some general knowledge in order to relate to their content
and form. Poetry is often challenging to readers “because it provides only minimal
or indirect information through which to produce understanding,” notes Hanauer”
In educational settings, students perceive poetry to be “difficult, irrelevant, bor-
ing and out of date.” This perception is reflected in the reaction of educators who
refrain from engaging in poetry and argue that it is “difficult to read and so distant
from the students.™

The perspectives that make teachersin Sweden hesitant to integrate poetryinto
their teaching of English are similar. In a paper including a very small qualitative sur-
vey addressing upper secondary school teachers in Halland, Kim Haraldsson exam-
ines the “diminishing role” of poetry in the classroom and sheds some light on why
teachers choose to focus on poetry—or not. Haraldsson explains that the study of
poems is less time-consuming and thus more suitable for language classes. More-
over, teachers have the opportunity to assign literary texts of their choice and nev-
ertheless comply with the guidelines of Skolverket (the Swedish National Agency
for Education), which prioritize fiction and drama. Most teachers refrain, however,
from using poetry, according to Harladsson, if they are not personally interested in
it, of ten citing (but not problematizing) their students’ resistant attitude to poems
as affecting their choices?

While Haraldsson’s study points to the diminished attention paid to poetry in
upper secondary level English classes, it also asserts that introducing poetry suc-
cessfully to students depends on a teacher’s “genuine interest” in poetry.© Cit-
ing the research of Bill Overton, who has diagnosed a trend in higher education to
downplay the value of teaching poetry," Haraldsson acknowledges that students’
resistance to poetry precipitates a similar resistance to introduce poetry when
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they have become teachers. On the other hand, students who consider the study of
poetry essential are the ones who later afford poetry its due space in their lessons.”

There is then a circular pattern whereby an education student’s dismissive atti-
tudes to poetry, when they remain unchallenged, are likely to foster even more per-
sistent resistance to the study of poems and further contribute to perceptions of
poetry as uninteresting, irrelevant, and unimportant. In fact, Overton speaks of “an
increasing ignorance” when it comes to poetry, as teachers pass on their resistance
to poetry to their students.”® Obviously, if interest in poetry is to be cultivated, chal-
lenging these negative attitudes is imperative.In my view, this can take place onany
level, with the gradual introduction of the study of verse and via creative writing.
After all, exploring poems in the classroom can occur by emphasizing a variety of
possible “language and culture” aspects and adapting the critical approach to vari-
ous educational contexts.

Alleviating Resistance

In view of anticipated student resistance, the introduction of poems to the class-
room needs to be negotiated. By now, introducing poetry via song lyrics and audio-
visual sources is a rather established method, since students are likely to respond
more positively to texts and media they see as contemporary and exciting. Argu-
ing that classroom activities should be “meaningful” to students, Hanauer recounts
the experience of a teacher candidate who initially met little enthusiasm when she
announced to her class that they would read poems, only to realize that when she
tried to come to poetry more indirectly instead, via rap, she could capture the stu-
dents’ attention and their interest far more easily. Similarly, Haraldsson has found
thatinordertolink poetry tostudents’lives, Swedish teachers who work with poems
use relevant films and videos of poetry readings.”s Even Carol Jago, whose book Nikki
Giovanni in the Classroom (1999) of fers some insightful perspectives that | discuss
below, writes about how intrigued her students are when they learn that Giovanni
dedicated her Love Poems (1997) to rap singer Tupac Shakur (1971-1996) and how
eager they become to get hold of the book, wondering who this woman who knew
Tupac was.®

Sidetracking may be necessary in order to bring poems to a class so that stu-
dents do not feel alienated, but accessing poetry via popular musicis,in my view, not
always viable. While there are many songwriters whose lyrics are poetry-like, these
are often easier to use with older students. The poetic song lyrics of Nobel Laureate
Bob Dylan, Leonard Cohen, Neil Young, and Patti Smith, among others, are not very
appealing to the young, while the popular culture songs they appreciate instead
are often written in plain language. As much as they object to the idea of reading
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a poem, younger students tend to be against listening to more complex songs. In
my experience, even the texts of quite popular contemporary artists, such as Kend-
rick Lamar and Radiohead, fare poorly. Opting for song lyrics of the students’ choice,
on the other hand, generally results in banal and repetitive texts. A (non-academic)
study comparing the word count of the songs of some of the most popular music
artistsin recent years has shown that the songs’ textual complexity diminishes and
their language often matches early primary school levels. The fairly straightforward
lyrics are simply less complicated than standard poetry.”

Ultimately, in order to work with poems, one needs to demythologize the diffi-
culty of poetry while encouraging and promoting the sense of achievement that
arises when students have dealt with poems they initially perceived as inaccessi-
ble—afterall,itis this sense of achieverment that potentially propels further positive
responses to poetry.Inorder to demythologize the difficult nature of poetry, teach-
ers could start with readings of short and straightforward poems such as Gwen-
dolyn Brooks’s “We Real Cool” (1960) and Maya Angelou’s “Harlem Hopscotch” (1971),
which are easily accessible online, or begin with extracts fromm more challenging
ones, such as T.S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land” (1922) and “The Love Song of J. Alfred Pru-
frock” (1915) and Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” (1845), which exist in various popular
culture formats (animation, comics, readings by famous actors or singers, etc.) and
are readily available on YouTube. It is a good starting point to take advantage of the
fact that verse is (or can be) integrated in many aspects of life and already exists in
materials that are considered viable, and that poetry can be combined with other
texts to give more personal perspectives.

Nikki Giovanni’s Poetry in the EFL Classroom

Turning to Giovanni’s work, | will discuss the use of her poetry in EFL teaching con-
texts, especially with a creative writing focus. Many of Giovanni’s poems are fine
examples of poetic texts to be studied by non-native students because they tend to
be rather concise and accessible, while they afford specific perspectives on Amer-
ican life and culture in view of their thematic take on relevant social issues. They
are, moreover, as Jago claims, appropriate models for creative writing exercises.”®
| will exemplify how one can work with a couple of Giovanni’s widely anthologized
poems—her autobiographical “Knoxville, Tennessee” (1968) and “Nikki-Rosa” (1968).
Jago’s approach to these poems in Nikki Giovanni in the Classroom is situated in the
context of poetry as an artform and addresses native speakers who are acquainted
with African American culture. While based on some of Jago’s insights, my approach
is meant to be used in EFL learning contexts. In accordance with the core content
guidelines set by the Swedish National Agency for Education,® studying “Knoxville,
Tennessee” may highlight its personal dimensions (regarding poet and reader) and/
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or its sociocultural conditions and intertextual references. In either case, instruc-
tors canintegrate aspects of language and creative writing into their discussion of
the poem.

“Knoxville, Tennessee” is one of several poems by Giovanni that has been turned
into a children’s book, illustrated by Larry Johnson.2° Moreover, there is a YouTube
video which combines the poem with the song “Cruise” by Florida Georgia Line (2012)
and pictures which provide helpful visual clues to the poem’s vocabulary. Introduc-
ing the poem in either of these formats is likely to make it more appealing to stu-
dents.? In addition, the city of Knoxville may be introduced by way of a short video
inorder tolink the poem toits geographic setting—several travel destination videos
about Knoxville are available on YouTube. Furthermore, the “Teach this Poem” ini-
tiative on the poets.org website provides a lesson plan which suggests reading the
poem alongside the music video of “Wade in the Water” by The Blind Boys of Ala-
bama (2002)*

“Knoxville, Tennessee” is short and simple in its language and structure, but its
word choice is exceptional,and it is rich in imagery and theme: childhood memories,
family, food, leisure, summer, traditions, comfort, belonging, home, rural place, and
place at large:

| always like summer
Best

you can eat fresh corn
From daddy’s garden
And okra

And greens

And cabbage

And lots of

Barbeque

And buttermilk

And homemade ice-cream
At the church picnic
And listen to

Gospel music

Outside

At the church
Homecoming

And go to the mountains with
Your grandmother
And go barefooted
And be warm?3

Some biographical information about the poet can help students contextual-
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ize Giovanni’s particular relation to Knoxville, as it is the city she grew up in with her
maternal grandparents and the place she calls home. Giovanni addresses Knoxville’s
significance in Gemini (1971), especially in the volume’s first essay, “400 Mulvaney
Street,” in which she narrates her return “home” to Knoxville, Tennessee. This is the
place the poet also claims as a home for her son—so that he knows that they “come
from somewhere,” and “belong.” This background emphasizes the specificity of the
African American kinship experience, with its fundamental and benevolentinfluence
on the individual in the face of racial inequality and struggle, along with the impor-
tance of home and rural life as crucial sources of energy.

In the poem, Giovanni remembers her childhood as a summer day when she could
enjoy fresh vegetables from her “daddy’s garden” (fresh corn, okra greens, and
cabbage), the food “at the church picnic” (barbecue, buttermilk, and homemade
ice-cream), the sounds of gospel, wandering barefooted and feeling warm. In just
a few lines, Giovanni weaves empowering references to a peaceful and pleasurable
existence, which, historically, could never be taken for granted by African Ameri-
cans, into the poem’s textual body. The foods she lists are soul food, the definition
of which links the nurturing of the body to the nurturing of the soul in community
with others and which acknowledges the imperative of embracing one’s heritage:
“all soul food technicians usually listen to gospel music when they are preparing the
meals,” Michael Harriot explains. He adds that “[t]o qualify for soul food consider-
ation, the cook must also be an aunt, uncle, grandfather or grandmother. It doesn’t
have to be a blood aunt, but there must be someone who refers to the cook as Aunt
Wilma or Uncle Charles.™s Between the lines, the poetic persona challenges the ste-
reotypical association of African American men with violence and criminality. In the
poem, “daddy’s” soul food stands for sound familial bonds and celebrates collective
survival in the face of the adversities that have always defined African American life.
As such, the poem offers personal information and draws on cultural contexts and
can thus be used to probe reflection, discussion, and writing on, for example, the
life-sustaining dimension of linking personhood to the communal, or any other of
the abovementioned topics.

Jago presents the way she works with “Knoxville, Tennessee” in a section titled
“Turning Students’ Own Lives into Art” and describes that she challenges students
first to guess about the poet’s life and then invites them to write “a poem of their
own about something, someplace, or someone they like best.”® Prior to this task,
some preparatory work is required, | would argue. Here, Jago’s approach to “Nik-
ki-Rosa,” another early childhood poem and perhaps Giovanni’'s most famous,”
becomes relevant.

“Nikki-Rosa”is a more complex poem, as it problematizes what people might con-
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sidera“hard childhood” by juxtaposing daily hardships with memories of being happy
and feeling loved. In the poem, Giovanni remembers holiday gatherings and everyday
pleasures: “how happy you were to have [ your mother / all to yourself” and also (in a
house that did not have anindoor toilet) “how good the water felt when you got your
bath [ from one of those [ big tubs folk in chicago barbecue in.” She then focuses on
the importance of her family holding together, understanding and supporting each
other, beyond hardships and poverty. Poverty, she notes,and her parents’fights due
to her father’s drinking are insignificant; instead, she highlights their togetherness
and love,a love thatis inexplicable to white people:

And though you’re pooritisn’t poverty that
concerns you

and though they fought alot

itisn’t your father’s drinking that makes any difference
but only that everybody is together and you

and your sister have happy birthdays and very good
Christmases

and | really hope no white person ever has cause

to write about me

because they never understand

Black love is Black wealth and they/ll

probably talk about my hard childhood

and never understand that

all the while I was quite happy?®

“Black love is Black wealth” presents a powerful statement which summarizes
the poet’s ideological standpoint through seemingly banal language. In the poem,
Giovanni expands the personal, its immediacy denoted in the narrator’s “you,”
toward the familial and the communal, highlighting the transformative potential
of assertive will. Keith Leonard has accordingly argued that Giovanni’s exaltation of
togetherness signals her eagerness “to redeem suffering or even to sublimate it.”
The poet’s “Black love,” is, in this sense, “a principle of emotional health and affirma-
tion that both motivates this necessary, chosen togetherness and is created and
sustained by it

African American daily life is thus validated through the expression of a girl’s
perspective, the perspective of the poet-to-be. Virginia C. Fowler has noted that
Giovanniintroduces “Nikki-Rosa” with anecdotes to show the kind of values her par-
entsaspired to convey to their children. Although their house lacked modern plumb-
ing facilities, “it contained hundreds of books as well as a piano,” and Giovanni’s par-
ents succeeded in making their children “feel that whatever they had was best.”3°
The material conditions along with the strong family bonds she experienced as a
child in an economically disadvantaged but emotionally rich domestic environment
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shaped the poet’s beliefs and her ethics later in her life. In the poem, however, these
material conditions are backgrounded, as the poet claims the right to embrace her
past and tell her story in the way she wants it to be remembered.®

The Center for Civic Reflection website suggests an approach to the poem which
concentrates on the themes of “Diversity and Difference, Heritage and Tradition,
Race, Ethnicity and Culture.”* While addressing a wider public in the United States,
the discussion questions provided can be used in EFL learning contexts to empha-
size the poem’s socio-historical and cultural dimensions, especially in relation to the
students’own experiences. For example, the students may be asked to consider why
childhood memories are “always a drag/if youre Black,” why white biographers are
not expected to describe the speaker’s happy childhood, and whether it is possible
to “separate assumptions from the reality of another’s background®—and how this
may be achieved. Furthermore, students may be invited to discuss what knowledge
about the background of someone might mean, whether sharing one’s race is cru-
cial to understanding their experiences, and whether there are factors beyond race
which shape the understanding of others.

Jago uses “Nikki-Rosa” to have students reflect on their own “hard childhood”
memories. As part of a “biography writing” task, she makes them interview each
other about things they like or prepare to interview a famous person about things
they like. Students note down questions they need to ask and their own reflections
after having been interviewed themselves. Last, students write about each other
eitherin prose or verse. The same process may also be applied to “Knoxville, Tennes-

»

see.
Inspired by Jago’s approach, my instructions to students include the following:

(1) Explorations of the personal: Write a list of some things you have always
liked or enjoyed doing. (Reflect on why.)

(2) Happy childhood memories:|s there any personal experience that the poem
made you think about?

(3) Interview each other about things you like, or your memories: What ques-
tions would you ask to elicit meaningful responses?
Prepare a set of questions—ask and note down the answers.
Answer your peer’s questions focusing on using well-chosen words. Explain
your answers. (Reflect on: How much are you willing to share and why/why
not? Do you expect your peer to understand?)
Report your peer’s responses. (Reflect on the experience of being inter-
viewed. Where your thoughts represented fairly?)

(4) Return to your list of things you like and try to write down a short text,
perhaps similar to Giovanni’'s poem, mentioning what you find enjoyable.
Whether you wish to explain or simply list what you like is your choice.

% 129 %



X o
vo

Maria Proitsaki

The first three tasks are guidelines that can be assigned for work with either of
the poems. When a class has worked in pairs or groups, interviewing each other and
writing about their peers’ preferences, the task to reflect on and write about one’s
own circumstances can be nuanced and detailed. Students can be asked to think
about places that are significant to them, events, situations, or experiences that
have made an impression on them, foods and traditions they enjoy, or people that
matter in their lives. The last task, however, applies best to “Knoxville, Tennessee.”
Following the poem’s form, the students can try to express (and rationalize) their
choices from within a range of alternatives, listing relevant and, as Jago advises,
“exceptionally well chosen” words, or short phrases.32 If some happen to share inter-
ests, they may engage in creating group or class poems by combining their indi-
vidual contributions into a joint text3* While the primary focus of this writing task
is communicative, in the process of composing their texts, the students could be
encouraged to consider their vocabulary use and asked to provide alternative word-
ing or to address sentence structure issues by focusing on instances of (desired)
ellipsis in verse.

The resulting poems, predictably, vary in quality. Jago offers some examples of
verse produced by her students, including the following: “l always like it when | see
a pretty girl / You can look at her body [ and smile [ and legs [ and breasts.”s In an
online presentation of such a class project based on “Knoxville, Tennesse,” students
describe their favorite places® Most of the examples avoid mistakes commonly
made by amateur poets: the layering of adjectives, the use of clichés, forced rhyme,
and multi-syllabic words.3” Exercises which | have conducted informally with Swed-
ish students have yielded similar results.

Whether these poems are to be circulated or not among the students is a deci-
sion to be made in view of class dynamics. Jago has her students read the poemsin
class and discuss how it feels to share thoughts and details of one’s life. In Swedish
contexts, circulating texts anonymously at first and having students read random
poems works better than reading one’s own poems in class, which is often consid-
ered embarrassing. Students are, nevertheless, delighted when other students pay
attention to their poems and their poems receive favorable feedback.

A poem such “Knoxville, Tennessee” may also be used to discuss and write about
American culture, traditions, and food—and also to compare these dimensions with
Swedish (or any other national) culture, traditions, and food. Likewise, the poem
may be integrated into studies of these pillars of culture in order to add a more
intimate perspective. The poem may, of course, be paired with similar poems, such
as two childhood memory poems by Rita Dove, “Grape Sherbet” (1983) and “Crab
Boil: (Ft. Myers, 1962)” (1989), which center on American holidays, Memorial Day and
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Independence Day, respectively, or Maya Angelou’s “And still | Rise” (1978) and “Phe-
nomenal Woman” (1978) to discuss African American history, identity, and race.
Similarly, the activism of Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks may be used as an entry
point to the poem. “Knoxville, Tennessee” may also be compared with June Jordan’s
“Poem about Police Violence” (1974) or Lee Daniels’s film Precious (2009) to broach
guestions such as popular culture,current social issues,and activismin America. But
“Knoxville, Tennessee” may also be considered in a larger, multicultural context. In
combination with Seamus Heaney’s “Clearances” (1987), for example, the class may
discuss childhood, home, family relations, and/or social conditions in different parts
of the world2® But these are just some examples of the possible classroom uses of

Giovanni’s poetry.

Conclusion

Tosumup,lhavesuggested thatintroducing poetryin EFL classrooms does not need
to be a challenging experience for either teachers or students. There are numerous
accessible poems that can be used in English classes, Giovanni’s poetry being a good
example. Moreover, studying a poem is a good starting point for creative writing. In
fact, the move from background biography information and a poet’s first-person
accounts to evoking the students’ own experiences and having them write about
their own lives can be gradual and relatively effortless.

Notes
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