
LEARNING OBJECTIVE 

Students will take their ideas about social problems  
and develop spoken word pieces in response.

how can     

 PoETRY
  make People 

    THINK    
 & CARE?

LITTLE STONES  
EDUCATIONAL TOOLKIT

SPOKEN WORD WORKSHOP
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TEACHER PREP

Each of the workshop ideas below has students 

consider their own identities and visions for the 

world at both individual and global levels. The 

workshops cycle through pre-writing activities,  

literature reviews, writing time, and then  

opportunities for discussion and reflection. 

During discussion and reflection, have students Turn and 
Talk to share ideas and maybe even their poems. Ask students  
if anyone wants to share their work and encourage others  
to listen and provide positive feedback. (However, students 
should not be compelled to share their work).

It is important to stress to young writers that they are, at  
this point, writing for themselves. Invite them to share and 
perform, but also let them know they can keep these poems to 
themselves. This can relieve pressure and allow hesitant writers 
to take a risk and put real emotions down on the paper.

Also let them know that this type of writing never really ends. 
They can keep working on a poem as long as they like. Let them 
know that some poets will perform a poem even while they  
keep working at it, and may make changes and updates to it  
for years. Emphasize that the goal here is not to earn a grade, 
but to use their voices, to express, and explore, and to use the 
power of words to make change.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1   This workshop connects to the final part of the Little Stones 
Discussion Guide (p. 39). If students have not identified 

social issues that they care about, begin by giving them time to 
brainstorm examples of social issues that concern them.

ICEBREAKER

2 Welcome participants and quickly introduce yourselves. 
Ask participants to answer the following question:

What’s one experience in the past year  
that you wish you could do over?

OPENING ACTIVITY

3 Think about the social issue that you previously brain-
stormed about and write it down in the smallest square of 

the Imagining Our Futures worksheet (sw-a). Notice the other 
squares are cut in half.

On the left side of the medium square, list ideas or images 
that relate to your personal experience with this issue. Empha-
size ideas as they relate to your family, your friends, your com-
munity, or yourself.

 On the left side of the largest square, list ideas or images 
that relate to the global experience with this issue. Emphasize 
ideas as they relate to humanity at large.

On the right side of the medium square, list ideas or images 
that relate to your personal imagination of what a solution to 
this social issue may be. Think of what it would look like to be 
resolved in your life, the life of your family, and the lives of your 
friends or community.

On the right side of the large square, list ideas or images that 
relate to your global imagination of what a solution to this social 
issue may be. Think of what it would look like to be resolved at a 
national, continental, or humanistic level.

LITERATURE REVIEW

4 On the back side of their worksheet (sw-b), participants 
will find a poem by Martín Espada. Have participants read 

the poem and then discuss the following questions: 

What social issues does the speaker highlight?

What does the assertion “this is the year”  
tell us about the future?

What role does imagination play in  
problem solving?

WRITING TIME

5 Tell a story about your social issue and what you imagine 
future solutions may look like. Feel free to use the repeti-

tion of “This is the year” to help get you started.

DISCUSSION & REFLECTION

6 Have students Turn and Talk to share ideas and, for willing 
volunteers, maybe even their poems. 

WORKSHOP SequEncE #1

LITTLE STONES EDUCATIONAL TOOLKIT
SPOKEN WORD WORKSHOP #1: IMAGINING OUR FUTURES

developed by InsideOut Literary Arts Project of Detroit 
insideoutdetroit.org



Think about the social issue that you previously brainstormed 
and write it down in the center square. Notice the other squares 
are cut in half. On the left side of the medium square, list ideas 
or images that relate to your personal experience with this issue. 
Emphasize ideas that relate to your family, your friends, your 
community, or yourself. On the left side of the largest square, 
list ideas or images that relate to the global experience with this 
issue. Emphasize ideas as they relate to humanity at large. 

On the right side of the medium square, list ideas or images 
that relate to your personal imagination of what a solution to 
this social issue may be. Think of what it would look like to be 
resolved in your life, the life of your family, and the lives of your 
friends or community. On the right side of the large square, list 
ideas or images that relate to your global imagination of what a 
solution to this social issue may be. Think of what it would look 
like to be resolved at a national, continental, or global level.

LITTLE STONES EDUCATIONAL TOOLKIT
SPOKEN WORD WORKSHOP #1

HANDOUT SW-A

ImagIning our futures

Global experience Global imagination

Personal experience

Social issue

Personal imagination



What social issues does the  
speaker highlight?

What does the assertion “this is the year”  
tell us about the future?

What role does imagination play in  
problem solving?

“Imagine the Angels of Bread” by Martín Espada (1996)

This is the year that
squatters evict landlords,
gazing like admirals from
the rail
of the roofdeck
or levitating hands in praise
of steam in the shower;
this is the year
that shawled refugees
deport judges
who stare at the floor
and their swollen feet
as files are stamped
with their destination;
this is the year that police revolvers,
stove-hot, blister the fingers
of raging cops,
and nightsticks splinter
in their palms;
this is the year
that darkskinned men
lynched a century ago
return to sip coffee quietly
with the apologizing descendants
of their executioners.
This is the year that those
who swim the borders undertow
and shiver in boxcars
are greeted with trumpets and drums
at the first railroad crossing

WRITING PROMPT

Tell a story about your social issue and what you imagine future solutions may look like.  
Feel free to use the repetition of “This is the year” to help get you started.

ImagIning our futures  (continued)

HANDOUT SW-B

LITTLE STONES EDUCATIONAL TOOLKIT
SPOKEN WORD WORKSHOP #1
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TEACHER PREP

Each of the workshop ideas below has students 

consider their own identities and visions for the 

world at both individual and global levels. The 

workshops cycle through pre-writing activities,  

literature reviews, writing time, and then  

opportunities for discussion and reflection. 

During discussion and reflection, have students Turn and 
Talk to share ideas and maybe even their poems. Ask students  
if anyone wants to share their work and encourage others  
to listen and provide positive feedback. (However, students 
should not be compelled to share their work).

It is important to stress to young writers that they are, at  
this point, writing for themselves. Invite them to share and 
perform, but also let them know they can keep these poems to 
themselves. This can relieve pressure and allow hesitant writers 
to take a risk and put real emotions down on the paper.

Also let them know that this type of writing never really ends. 
They can keep working on a poem as long as they like. Let them 
know that some poets will perform a poem even while they  
keep working at it, and may make changes and updates to it  
for years. Emphasize that the goal here is not to earn a grade, 
but to use their voices, to express, and explore, and to use the 
power of words to make change.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1   This workshop connects to the final part of the Little Stones 
Discussion Guide (p. 39). If students have not identified 

social issues that they care about, begin by giving them time to 
brainstorm examples of social issues that concern them.

ICEBREAKER

2 Welcome participants and quickly introduce yourselves. 
Ask participants to answer the following question:

What’s a motto or lesson you learned  
growing up that you always remember?

OPENING ACTIVITY

3 Write down your full name. Underneath it, complete the 
following statement: “I am named after _____________.” 

Encourage participants to be creative if they don’t know how 
to answer this question. Remember the concept of after can be 
interpreted in many ways.

Next, make a list of at least three nicknames that you’ve 
taken on over the years. These can be names your friends gave 
you, names your family calls you, or any names you welcome 
being called.

Next, make a list of at least three derogatory names, or 
names intended to hurt you, that you’ve been called over the 
years. Try to make them as specific as possible, or add a small 
note about when and where you were called that name.

Lastly, make a list of at least three other aliases—pennames, 
Twitter handles, gamer tags, MC names, etc.—and add a note 
next to each about how and when you take on those personas.

LITERATURE REVIEW

4 Pass out the Legacy of Names worksheet (sw-c).  
Have participants read the poems and then discuss the 

following questions: 

How does the speaker’s name operate  
in different contexts?

In what ways does your name(s)  
move through the world?

What history or memory does a name carry?

When has your name(s) been a burden?

WRITING TIME

5 Tell a story about one of the names listed in the earlier 
activity. How does that person approach the world  

differently? What history or legacy is carried in that name?

DISCUSSION & REFLECTION

6 Have students Turn and Talk to share ideas and, for willing 
volunteers, maybe even their poems. 

WORKSHOP SequEncE #2

LITTLE STONES EDUCATIONAL TOOLKIT
SPOKEN WORD WORKSHOP #2: THE LEGACY OF NAMES

developed by InsideOut Literary Arts Project of Detroit 
insideoutdetroit.org



the Legacy of Names

“Choi Jeong Min” by Franny Choi (1996)

for my parents, Choi Inyeong & Nam Songeun

in the first grade i asked my mother permission
to go by frances at school. at seven years old,

i already knew the exhaustion of hearing my name
butchered by hammerhead tongues. already knew

to let my salty gook name drag behind me
in the sand, safely out of sight. in fourth grade

i wanted to be a writer & worried
about how to escape my surname — choi

is nothing if not korean, if not garlic breath,
if not seaweed & sesame & food stamps

during the lean years — could i go by f.j.c.? could i be
paper thin & raceless? dust jacket & coffee stain,

boneless rumor smoldering behind the curtain
& speaking through an ink-stained puppet?

my father ran through all his possible rechristenings— 
ian, isaac, ivan — and we laughed at each one,

knowing his accent would always give him away.
you can hear the pride in my mother’s voice

when she answers the phone this is grace, & it is
some kind of strange grace she’s spun herself,

some lightning made of chain mail. grace is not
her pseudonym, though everyone in my family is a poet.

these are the shields for the names we speak in the dark
to remember our darkness. savage death rites

we still practice in the new world. myths we whisper
to each other to keep warm. my korean name

is the star my mother cooks into the jjigae
to follow home when i am lost, which is always

in this gray country, this violent foster home
whose streets are paved with shame, this factory yard

riddled with bullies ready to steal your skin
& sell it back to your mother for profit,

land where they stuff our throats with soil
& accuse us of gluttony when we learn to swallow it.

i confess. i am greedy. i think i deserve to be seen
for what i am: a boundless, burning wick.

a minor chord. i confess: if someone has looked
at my crooked spine and called it elmwood,

i’ve accepted. if someone has loved me more
for my gook name, for my saint name,

for my good vocabulary & bad joints,
i’ve welcomed them into this house.

i’ve cooked them each a meal with a star singing
at the bottom of the bowl, a secret ingredient

to follow home when we are lost:
sunflower oil, blood sausage, a name

given by your dead grandfather who eventually
forgot everything he’d touched. i promise:

i’ll never stop stealing back what’s mine.
i promise: i won’t forget again.

“Say My Name” by Idris Goodwin (1996)

watch the performance: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xE1YNefJ1eQ

HANDOUT SW-C

LITTLE STONES EDUCATIONAL TOOLKIT
SPOKEN WORD WORKSHOP #2

WRITING 
PROMPT

Tell a story 
about one of 
the names 
listed in the 
earlier activity. 
How does 
that person 
approach
the world 
differently? 
What history 
or legacy is 
carried in that 
name?

How  
does the 
speaker’s 
name  
operate  
in different 
contexts?

In what  
ways does 
your name(s)  
move through  
the world?

What  
history or 
memory  
does a name 
carry?

When  
has your 
name(s)  
been a  
burden?
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TEACHER PREP

Each of the workshop ideas below has students 

consider their own identities and visions for the 

world at both individual and global levels. The 

workshops cycle through pre-writing activities,  

literature reviews, writing time, and then  

opportunities for discussion and reflection. 

During discussion and reflection, have students Turn and 
Talk to share ideas and maybe even their poems. Ask students  
if anyone wants to share their work and encourage others  
to listen and provide positive feedback. (However, students 
should not be compelled to share their work).

It is important to stress to young writers that they are, at  
this point, writing for themselves. Invite them to share and 
perform, but also let them know they can keep these poems to 
themselves. This can relieve pressure and allow hesitant writers 
to take a risk and put real emotions down on the paper.

Also let them know that this type of writing never really ends. 
They can keep working on a poem as long as they like. Let them 
know that some poets will perform a poem even while they  
keep working at it, and may make changes and updates to it  
for years. Emphasize that the goal here is not to earn a grade, 
but to use their voices, to express, and explore, and to use the 
power of words to make change.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

1   This workshop connects to the final part of the Little Stones 
Discussion Guide (p. 39). If students have not identified 

social issues that they care about, begin by giving them time to 
brainstorm examples of social issues that concern them.

ICEBREAKER

2 Welcome participants and quickly introduce yourselves. 
Ask participants to answer the following question:

What’s one (small) way you’ve empowered  
yourself every day?

OPENING ACTIVITY

3 Create a bubble map with your name in the middle. 
Around your name, connect words and ideas that speak to 

the following ideas:

a. your relationship to America, historically

b. your relationship to America, in the future

c. what it means to be American, historically

d. what it means to be American, in the future

LITERATURE REVIEW

4 Pass out the On Being American handouts (sw-d) (sw-e).  
Have participants read the poems and then discuss the 

following questions: 

What does the speaker hope to achieve  
through this poem?
 
How does this poem explore the fabric  
of American culture?

How do the poems differ?

Why does the speaker want to live  
on another planet?

WRITING TIME

5 Tell a story that answers one or both of the  
following questions: Are you American to you?  

Are you American to America?

DISCUSSION & REFLECTION

6 Have students Turn and Talk to share ideas and, for willing 
volunteers, maybe even their poems. 

WORKSHOP SequEncE #3

LITTLE STONES EDUCATIONAL TOOLKIT
SPOKEN WORD WORKSHOP #3: ON BEING AMERICAN

developed by InsideOut Literary Arts Project of Detroit 
insideoutdetroit.org



On being AMerican

“Dear White America” by Danez Smith (2014)

with lines from Amiri Baraka & James Baldwin

I have left Earth in search of darker planets, a 
solar system that revolves too near a black hole. 
I have left a patch of dirt in my place & many of 
you won’t know the difference; we are indeed the 
same color, one of us would eventually become 
the other. You may give it my name if it makes you 
feel better while running your hands through its 
soiled scalp. I have left Earth in search of a new 
God. I do not trust the God you have given us. My 
grandmother’s hallelujah is only outdone by the 
fear she nurses every time the blood-fat summer 
swallows another child who used to sing in the 
choir. Take your God back, though his songs are 
beautiful, his miracles are inconsistent. I want 
the fate of Lazarus for Renisha, I want Chucky, Bo, 
Meech, Trayvon, Sean & Jonylah risen three days 
after their entombing, their ghost re-gifted flesh & 
blood, their flesh & blood re-gifted their children. 
I have left Earth, I am equal parts sick of your ‘go 
back to Africa’ as I am your ‘I just don’t see color’ 
(neither did the poplar tree). We did not build your 
boats (though we did leave a trail of kin to guide 
us home). We did not build your prisons (though 
we did & we fill them too). We did not ask to be 
part of your America (though are we not Amer-
ica? Her joints brittle & dragging a ripped gown 
through Oakland?). I can’t stand your ground. 
I am sick of calling your recklessness the law. 
Each night, I count my brothers. & in the morning, 
when some do not survive to be counted, I count 
the holes they leave. I reach for black folks & touch 
only air. Your master magic trick, America. Now 
he’s breathing, now he don’t. Abra-cadaver. White 
bread voodoo. This systemic sorcery you claim 
not to practice, but have no problem benefitting 
from. I tried, white people. I tried to love you, but 

you spent my brother’s funeral making plans for 
brunch, talking too loud next to his bones. You 
interrupted my black veiled mourning with some 
mess about an article you read on Buzzfeed. You 
took one look at the river, plump with the body of 
boy after boy after boy & asked ‘why does it always 
have to be about race?’ Because you made it so! 
Because you put an asterisk on my sister’s gor-
geous face! Because you call her pretty (for a black 
girl)! Because black girls go missing without so 
much as a whisper of where?! Because there is no 
Amber Alert for the Amber Skinned Girls! Because 
our heroes always end up shot or shootin-up! 
Because we didn’t invent the bullet! Because crack 
was not our recipe! Because Jordan boomed. 
Because Emmitt whistled. Because Huey P. spoke. 
Because Martin preached. Because black boys 
can always be too loud to live. Because this land is 
scared of the Black mind. Because they have sold 
the Black body & appropriated Soul. Because it’s 
taken my father’s time, my mother’s time, my uncle’s 
time, my brother’s & my sister’s time, my niece’s & 
my nephew’s time … how much time do you want for 
your progress? I have left Earth to find a land where 
my kin can be safe. I will not rest until black peo-
ple ain’t but people the same color as the good, 
wet earth, until that means something, until our 
existence isn’t up for debate, until it is honored 
& blessed & loved & left alone, until then I bid you 
well, I bid you war, I bid you our lives to gamble 
with no more. I have left Earth & I am touching 
everything you beg your telescopes to show you. I 
am giving the stars their right names. & this life, 
this new story & history you cannot own or ruin        

 This, if only this one, is ours.

HANDOUT SW-D

LITTLE STONES EDUCATIONAL TOOLKIT
SPOKEN WORD WORKSHOP #3



What does the speaker hope to achieve  
through this poem?

 
How does this poem explore the fabric  
of American culture?

How do the poems differ?

Why does the speaker want to live  
on another planet?

“I, Too” by Langston Hughes (1926)

I, too, sing America. 

I am the darker brother. 
They send me to eat in the kitchen 
When company comes, 
But I laugh, 
And eat well, 
And grow strong. 

Tomorrow, 
I’ll be at the table 
When company comes. 
Nobody’ll dare 
Say to me, 
“Eat in the kitchen,” 
Then. 

Besides, 
They’ll see how beautiful I am 
And be ashamed— 

I, too, am America.

WRITING PROMPT

Tell a story that answers one or both of the following questions: Are you American to you? Are you American to America?

on Being American  (continued)

HANDOUT SW-E

LITTLE STONES EDUCATIONAL TOOLKIT
SPOKEN WORD WORKSHOP #3


