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Rationale 

Usually when we enter our classrooms, students are on their phones texting or 

looking at Instagram instead of talking to each other. Usually they look a bit 

sheepish when we gently chide them about their lack of interaction with each 

other. This situation is critical for the future of community and discourse. In fact, 

many scholars in education and in other fields share our concerns. For example, 

Mara Adelman (2014) writes about how the new “economy” of our current society 

is about attention. More specifically, people in our society and in our schools are 

focusing their attention on screens (e.g., phones, tablets, televisions, etc…). 

Other pressing problems with educational environments evidence hyper-focus on 

accountability. As Harry Lewis argues, this perspective renders a student as 

nothing more than a “brain on a stick” (Lewis, 2006, p. 100), and this 

dehumanizes students and the educational process.  
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We want to promote the kind of learning that calls for meaningful and embodied 

engagement in the spaces of teaching and learning. Our work aligns with 

Rodriguez’s (2018) pedagogical work with storytelling. We agree, as Rodriguez 

points out, that many students who are marginalized in our K-16 schools, 

including ESL students and students of color, often “tend to question the real-life 

applications of what they learn in school” (p. 2). In addition, Rodriguez makes 

clear that many educators work in stressful environments where they have to 

counter the “misperception that there is ‘no time’ for humanizing or relational 

activities that allow educators to bring ‘personal’ stories into the classroom” (p. 2). 

We, like Rodriguez, work to resist the kinds of educational practices that 

disconnect students from their lived experiences, innate creativity and 

community-making potential. 

There is nothing disconnected about trying to understand and tell our life stories. 

In fact, as Waxler (2014) reminds us, we are all striving “to create a life story …We 

need story to contextualize our contingent experiences, and we need that 

imagined context to create and interpret the ongoing story of our ‘real lives’” (p. 

8-9). One route to understanding ourselves and others involves telling stories and 

having others listen to our stories. Storytelling allows us to be in dialogical relation 

with ourselves, our stories and the stories of others. However, there is nothing 

simple about constructing a story from one’s life.  It is a complicated and intricate 

process of making meaning, but one that psychologists surmise as seemingly 

hardwired (Bruner, 1991). They argue that “We are born with a narrating mind” 

(McAdams 1993a, p. 28). In fact, McAdams further clarifies that stories instruct, 

telling us how to make sense of life—how to live (p. 31). As Lakoff and Johnson 

(1980/2003) reinforce, “The process of self-understanding is the continual 

development of new life stories for yourself” (p. 233). 

We believe our generative storytelling-to-poem exercise does just this: humanizes 

and connects real-life and pedagogical practice(s) together. We have used 

storytelling-to-poem with our university students, undergraduate and graduate, 

but it can be modified and adapted for classes across K-16, and for use with 

community groups. Later in this piece, we will reference our first experience with 

it, which was in a summer poetry workshop. We have used this exercise with ESL 

students, helping them bridge gaps between each other and developing their 

English language skills. In fact, after presenting this exercise at a conference, one 

middle school teacher went home and designed a course unit on storytelling with 

this exercise as the final assignment. Besides community building, this exercise 

promotes deep listening, empathy, and creativity, bolstering student language 

skills and imagination. For these reasons, we love our storytelling to poem activity.  
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Note to Teachers 

 Teachers may want to introduce this task by contextualizing the 

importance of story in many cultures, starting with the Griot in West 

Africa or oral traditions in First Nations or Appalachia. Furthermore, 

psychologist Jerome Bruner (1991) and others assert that we 

understand ourselves through narrative. Helping students be 

aware of the narratives that they tell themselves about their lives 

can enable them to see that they may not have to live that 

narrative. They can change the narrative that they or their family 

has for them.  

 Another preparation idea is to have students read a variety of 

narrative poems that use different technical structures such as 

blank verse, free verse, or form. The idea is to encourage an 

openness to different types of poetry rather than only a perfect 

rhymed sonnet, for example, so that students are not intimidated 

by the task of writing a poem.  

 If students are absolutely stuck about what to share as a story, 

National Public Radio’s  Storycorps lists questions to use in 

interviews (http://storycorps.org/great-questions/) and  McAdams  

(2006b) 

(http://www.prenhall.com/divisions/bp/app/thompson_ob/html/ch02

open.html) has a list of questions that elicit narratives about 

particular times in a person’s life such as first memory, significant 

memory of elementary school, or turning point.  

 Students may start with our storytelling to poem exercise and 

develop their poetry further into a song and/or a movie. That is the 

process that occurred when we first did the exercise ourselves at 

the Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown, Massachusetts, during 

a workshop with Gabrielle Calvocoressi. We base our activity on 

that workshop.  

 

 

http://storycorps.org/great-questions/
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The Exercise 

The steps: 

Pair up students. 

Ask them to tell each other a story that they have experienced. They may not take 

notes. They must listen carefully so that they grasp the importance or feeling of the 

story for the storyteller. They should be as accurate as possible about any 

information that they use in their poem. They can only do so if they listen deeply. 

After sharing stories (about 10 minutes per person; remind them to switch), they are 

to write a poem about what they heard.  The poem may be about the storyteller's 

narrative or may combine both stories.  When Maureen and Catherine first did this 

exercise, Catherine wrote a poem about both stories. Maureen wrote about 

Catherine's story.  Students may list details and ideas if they are really stuck. In fact, 

listing ideas might be a good start before they compose a poem. Give students 

about 15-20 minutes to generate their poems.  

Return to the group. Ask for volunteers to share the poem they wrote. We never 

force students to share.  

Variation A: After the initial story to poem activity, we asked our ESL students to 

choose a photo that they put on Instagram and shared with the classmate who 

listened to their story. The photo was to express something more about themselves 

to aid the listener in further developing their poem for the next class. This additional 

step helped students who have limits on their vocabulary convey more to the 

listener. 

Variation B: Maureen returned home with her poem and shared it with her husband, 

who happens to be a singer-songwriter mandolin player. He put it to music.  

Students who have musical skills could do the same step. Write a tune to 

accompany the poem. The British Victorians loved to convert poems into songs. 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson's poems were especially lyrical and composers orchestrated 

many of them, including "Tears, Idle Tears."  
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Variation C: using the musical composition of Maureen's poems and photos that 

she took herself as well as photos from Creative Commons, Catherine made a video 

for the poem with the song as the soundtrack, using Apple Imovie. 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cIaRIck3cZk&feature=youtu.be). Other movie 

generating software is available as well.  This variation encourages students to use 

their imaginative capacities and technical skills. 
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