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2018 Friendraiser

 $10 Million invested in national programs over three 
years between 2014 - 2017.

 Southern Word selected as 1 of 16 organizations to 
serve as part of a national leadership cohort.

Chicago affiliate received the MacArthur 
Foundation Award for Effective Organizations.

Houston serves 28,000 youth a 
year through its writers in schools 
program established in 1983.

 It is a best practice. 



2018 Friendraiser

 Pre-Test and Post-Test
 Student Focus Groups
 Teacher Interviews
Observations



2018 Friendraiser

 Individual student benefits
 Academic competence
 Emotional well-being [self-confidence catharsis social 

and emotional learning]
Classroom level benefits
 Community and mutual respect
 Relationships [peer-to-peer, student-to-teacher]

 Teacher level benefits
 New pedagogical skills and techniques



Teaching Composition through 
Collaboration and Poetry

Dr. Michelle J. Pinkard
The TBR Biennial Conference on 

Diversity, Equity, and Completion
Oct. 1, 2018 



 As an HBCU, we are committed to 
serving underrepresented and 
underserved communities.

 Freshmen retention rates are at 
47 percent.

Historically, the institution has 
approached education as a type 
of advocacy and service.

 TSU is deeply engaged in spoken 
word culture.



 Continuing to pilot and assess integration 
strategies for writer residencies in 
classrooms, parlaying successful student 
engagement into targeted skill development. 

 Building a mutually supportive writer cohort 
of students through weekly writer workshops 
at partner schools and broadcasting positive 
models of underrepresented students 
through events. 

Developing a mentor network to provide the 
individualized attention and support 
necessary for student success.



 Freshmen Composition 
Spoken Word Pedagogy Pilot 

 Soul Fire Poetry/Spoken 
Word Club and Workshop 
Series

 I Want to Write Two-Day 
Poetry Conference Series





• Sept. 2016: A Review of Ntzoke Shange’s For Colored Girls. Soul Fire 
students performed interpretations of Shange’s work and original poems 
inspired by her legacy.  The program was open to the community.

• Oct. 2016: Be a Light: Soul Fire students hosted a “Poetry and Politics” 
rally geared toward inspiring their peers to vote in the 2016 presidential 
election. 

• Nov. 2016:  Portraits, Poetry and Politics Art Exhibit: Thanks to a 
partnership with TSU’s Art department, students wrote poems inspired by 
2016 campaign issues.. 

• Dec. 2016: State of the Word: Soul Fire students performed.

• Feb. 2017: African American Read In: Soul Fire Students were featured 
at this annual poetry inspired event which kicks off Black History Month.

• April 2017:  Southern Word College Slam: Soul Fire students made it to 
the finals of this annual event, which includes participation from area 
colleges such as Vanderbilt, MTSU, Austin Peay, and Fisk.

• April 2017:  I Want to Write Poetry Conference: Soul Fire students 
helped to organize and present original performances at this annual, two-
day poetry workshop series.  



This LLP initiative aims to support creative writing, 
poetry and spoken word programs and projects at TSU 
and in the surrounding community:
 I Want to Write Conference
 a commemorative poetry chapbook documenting the 

year’s events in poetry and spoken word.  The booklet 
was published virtually and in print. I Want to Write 
Poetry Review.

 a collaboration with the communications department 
led to the creation of cinematic interpretations of 
poetry. To review those productions, visit the I Want to 
Write Website.



 This two-day poetry workshop series is sponsored by TSU’s English 
Department, Southern Word, TSU Media & Libraries, regional authors, 
and the Soul Fire Poetry Organization. 

 This year, the Art and Communications Department joined the effort.  
 This year's featured guest national youth poet Maya Eashwaran. 
 The event concluded with an open mic and Poetry Slam.  Workshop 

Topics included: Oral Tradition and Performance, Freestyling and Hip 
Hop, Visual and Concrete Poetry, Spoken Word Performance, Poetry and 
Graphic Novels, and Multimedia poetics.  

 Roughly 160 people registered for year’s conference. 



 LLP and Southern Word developed and 
implemented an extended residency 
program:
 SW poet lecturers visited the same classes for 

ten weeks throughout the course of the 
semester.

 Poet lecturers were allotted 45 minutes, and 
crafted lesson plans that paired with composition 
competencies/outcomes

 The goal of this initiative was to analyze 
transferrable skills between spoken word 
performance and composition studies.. 



Collaborating parties wanted to explore if and how 
extended poet residencies will affect
• student engagement and participation in class discussion
• student attendance
• student acceptance and application of the writing process
• student attitudes toward writing
• student willingness and ability to communicate ideas 

verbally
• student ability to comprehend and synthesize ideas/source 

material
• student awareness and application of fluency 
• instructor methodologies and pedagogies



Southern Word’s partnership with TSU has inspired our faculty 
members to experiment and engage in Spoken Word pedagogies.  
 Faculty continue to request poet lecture visits, and encourage 

students to attend area poetry readings and spoken word 
performances. 

 Southern Word hosts a series of poetry slams and showcases 
throughout the year, some of which were held at TSU.  

 Student attendance provides an opportunity to observe the use 
language in a creative, progressive and energetic space.  

 Some of our faculty and students have agreed to serve as judges at 
these events.  

 Many of our faculty facilitated poetry workshops at the “I Want to 
Write” conference.



Patricia Armstrong, PhD
Dean

English, Humanities, 
and Creative Technologies



Office of Student Life

 Writer workshops for individual students
 Weekly in high-traffic area
 Students bring projects for feedback



Academic Affairs

 Writer mentors in classrooms
 Requested by individual faculty in English
 Composition, literature, and creative 

writing classes at 5 campuses



Academic Affairs

 Response so positive that faculty ask dean 
when funding will come through for 
Southern Word

 Readings in creative writing showcase 
dominated by work prompted by Southern 
Word intervention in classroom



Writers workshops and class room 
intervention continues

Pilot in ENGL 0815 – Writing Support
 Southern Word tutor works with students 

individually outside of class (but within class 
period)

 Most vulnerable students get one-on-on 
attention



Poetry Showcase – November 15, 2018
 Informal Assessment of ENGL 0815 Pilot
Continuation of in- and out-of-classroom 

activities
Poetry Slam – March, 2019



When students come back to their writing lab 
from these sessions, I check in with them to 
see what they worked on and help them plan 
next steps. They always come back from 
these break-out sessions energized about 
their writing. Last week I asked students for 
feedback on the course, and one of them 
wrote, “I love Shawn. He is awesome!” 
ENGL 0815 Instructor



One of my students (19 years old) had just lost her 
mother to cancer 3 weeks before. […]She stood up 
and read about the struggle of staying focused in 
her first semester of college while making time to 
care for her mother and be with her in her last 
days. Her voice shook, but she read the whole 
thing. At the end of it, we were all in tears and 
the whole class rallied around her. It was a 
powerful moment, but she wasn’t the last reader. 
Several other students volunteered to read after 
her—students who don’t usually participate in 
class—and I believe that she is the one who 
inspired them to be vulnerable and share.
ENGL 1010 Instructor



One of the best assignments is when they 
give the students a line--something like, 
"Here's what you don't know about _____," 
and have them free-write their own poems 
with that prompt. The result has been some 
incredible meditations on identity, culture, 
education, and society--and an instilled 
sense in our students that they too can 
create "art.“

Clarksville Campus Instructor



Students who talk very little or who seem totally 
disengaged in class come alive with SW. […]; the 
students get to enjoy a different kind of work in 
class that gets them active and creative. […]They 
seem much more interested in learning about 
poetry once they have written some themselves, 
and they are appreciative of the chance and 
grateful for the guidance. 

ENGL 2020 Instructor
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