"SPOKEN WORD" AND "POETRY SLAMS": THE VOICE OF YOUTH TODAY

European Journal Of Intercultural Studies, Vol. 10, No, 3, 1999

DAVID YANOFSKY, BARRY VAN DRIEL & JAMES KASS

ABSTRACT

In this article the authors discuss a relatively new cultural expression that has become popular in high schools across the United States: Spoken Word and Poetry Slam. This type of poetry appeals to teenagers because it allows them to express themselves in their own language, and it allows them to address issues that they find important. This article describes the history of poetry slams, as weIl as the educational developments presently taking place in the United States and Europe.

1. lntroduction: the origins of poetry slams

"Poetry is a way of taking life by the throat."

This comment by Robert Frost perhaps best reflects what the intentions have been of educators around the USA who have started working with teenagers on performance poetry in the second half of the 1990's. "Spoken word" and "poetry slams" have become popular tools for youth work both inside and outside of America's schools. To understand the origins of spoken-word and poetry slams, we need to go back to Chicago in the 1980s.

In 1987, Marc Smith, a blue-collar construction worker in Chicago, decided that he had had enough of what he perceived as poetic snobbery. He embarked on a personal mission to recapture the "true essence" of poetry and reclaim it from the exclusive world of academic ivory towers and sedate coffee house readings. He wanted to "democratize" poetry and its viewing, make readings more exciting, and open up the limited world of who chose what is accepted as poetry by bringing it "to the people". The goal was to "lift the poetry from the page" and convert poetry readings into true presentations, with an ample degree of drama. Thus, the idea of a poetry slam was born.

The first slam contests took place in Chicago's Green Mill Tavern in 1987, and the performance styles borrowed heavily from the New York and Chicago punk rock and poetry scenes. Far more than in traditional poetry, the sounds and rhythms of the poems in slams have been those of the streets and the inner city. Hence, the appeal for members of minority group communities to participate. Whereas most poetry readings will have primarily white audiences and white participants, poetry slams tend to draw a cross-section of the community.

In a slam, poets perform their poetry to an audience, which then scores the poems (reminiscent of an olympic event). Five judges are chosen at random from the audience, scores are given (between 0 and 10) and there are winners and losers, although organizers always stress that it is hard to judge art and that it is poetry that wins in such slams. Judges are instructed to leave any biases at home and that their score should be 50% content (how good is the poem), and 50% presentational style.

According to one poet and youth slam coordinator, Jeff McDaniel from Los Angeles, the presentational style counts for 90% in the actual judging. Adult slams are now organized in more than 100 US cities, as weIl as in Sweden, Israel, England and Germany.

2. Reaching out to youth

In the mid-1990s, organizations such as Youth Speaks in San Francisco came to the realization that this form of spoken word could be an excellent tool to use with contemporary youth. In some ways, it has quickly grown into a new youth subcultural phenomenon. The entry point for today's youth has been hip-hop music. Using the rhythm of this musical style, youth have been encouraged to start writing and performing poetry. This is a relatively short jump for many teenagers, who have grown up on hip hop, but a huge leap from what they have thought poetry was limited to. Through poetry and spoken word, teens have been encouraged to view their daily lives as an inspiration and material for their work. They have also begun to realize that throughout history, poetry has been expressed in many ways, not just the ways with which they have become familiar through the poetry presented to them in school. This new cultural phenomenon among teenagers, helped by the success of the feature film Slam, has attempted to give a voice to young people who have found much of the literature and the poetry they encounter, especially in school, to be irrelevant to their lives, and sometimes an insult to their cultural and ethnic identity.

In the youth slams, and in the workshops leading up to these slams, teenagers speak poignantly about tough themes such as tolerance, ethnicity and sexuality . Owing to strong multicultural involvement, the youth slams tend to reveal a wide diversity of themes and opinions. Below is an example of a poem recently performed by a teenager at a poetry slam in San Francisco.

My pain is being a woman.

Not feminine but still sensitive and aware,

And you talk and stare as if I weren't even there.

My anger is being denied equal opportunity before I've even tried,

No one ever looking inside, just disrespecting what they see.

Don't try and recognize me.

You know what, I don 't care if you think I'm a boy or girl.

Why do you even care? Do you want to date me? Do you need to find a reason to hate me?

3. Working in the Schools and the Community

Organizations such as Youth Speaks have offered after school workshops, giving

presentations at school assemblies, publishing the writings of teenagers, and holding teen poetry slams and other non-competitive but highly charged readings. Although not all of the writers in these programs are spoken-word/slam poets, many attempt this public form of presentation, recognizing that as young writers, all of the genres are open to experimentation. Poetry helps the fiction writer, and a short story can help the poet.

What Youth Speaks is doing with high school age teens, Writers' Corps is now doing with younger children. Entering into the spoken-word and slam scene only recently, Writers Corps recognized that these new mediums can be used as very effective tools to get kids excited about, and engaged in, language. Targeting middle-school-aged students and youths in at-risk situations, the publicity and recognition the program and the kids have received from these slam events has been a boost to the program as a whole, and has invited more young people to join in and explore what "the word" has to offer.

Organizations such as Youth Speaks and Writer's Corps have been very active in schools and community-based after school programs. During classroom visits and school-wide assemblies, students watch and listen to the Youth Speaks' teen poets perform, and are given the chance to speak up in poetic form if they so incline. This peer-to-peer contact has proven to be a successful tool in recruiting new literary converts and in creating engaging in-class creative writing workshops, showing teens that poetry can be whatever they need it to be, and that it is something they can do. Often, the oral poetic is an excellent entranceway into more literary-based poetry.

The first spoken-word/slam workshops for youth in Europe took place in the summer of 1999. First, a non-competitive slam was organized by James Kass in Bosnia as part of a "Youth against War" event. Teenagers from East and West Mostar, as well as a dozen Kosovo-Albanian refugees, participated in these workshops. These young people, who would otherwise never be willing to sit in the same room together, worked together quite harmoniously, sharing emotions, dreams, fears, etc. The workshop leaders offered the young people a new identity, as poets, and this was an effective means in helping to break through ethnic and religious barriers. The rhythms of this poetry were very much influenced by hip hop and rap, but also by their traditional folk music. 

Later, several workshops took place in two English schools. It was clear that the focus on providing a safe space for expressing one's views, in one's own language (sometimes quite raw), to one's own rhythm, through poetry, was an effective vehicle for communication. A third school in England cancelled at the last moment and the reasons for the cancellation shed light on some of the problems that spoken-word/poetry-slam programs have faced and will face in the future. The parents of the teenagers in this third school had found out what the intention of the workshops leaders was (to get the teenagers to express what concerns them most) and decided immediately to ask the school to cancel the workshop. They indicated that they were frightened that their children might talk about issues such as sex, drugs and violence, and they viewed this as totally unacceptable. A schools inspector, who had helped set up the workshop, indicated that she suspected that there was a considerable amount of child abuse in the families of those teenagers who would have taken part, and that the parents were frightened this might come to light. This incident demonstrates the power that these types of workshops can have.

4. A Multimedia Curriculum for Schools

Seizing on the present momentum, an extensive multimedia curriculum package is being designed, using the recently released documentary Poetic License as its main tool. The premise behind the Poetic License Curriculum Package is that young students can best learn through an in-depth interaction with the work of their peers, and the ultimate aim is to significantly increase literacy skills in the teen population. The package, to be completed in the spring of 2000, will include the film, a CD and a print anthology of outstanding examples of teen poetry, text-based lesson plans for teachers, a website and an online poetry journal (this interactive site is partially finished), as well as information about on-site mentors and after school workshops, where they are available.

In addition to the text-based lesson plans, the curriculum package also includes a free Web curriculum site (the site is based on the US national high school literacy standards) where students can write, edit, discuss and ultimately publish their work online (to see this site: www.poeticlicense.org) The curriculum will encourage students to write about and discuss issues relevant to their lives. It will give students writing prompts that seek to develop their own voice and urge them to confront modern-day social issues head-on.
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