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T
he value of including creative 
writing in a language-arts cur-
riculum is underscored by the 
United States National En-

dowment for the Arts (NEA). In their 
manual created for parents entitled 
Imagine!: Introducing Your Child to 
the Arts, the author says: 

“A child who becomes a confident 
and creative writer will reap the ben-
efits in countless ways. In school, 
children who write well find that they 
excel in almost every subject. . . . Be-
coming confident writers makes it 
possible for children to grow into ac-
tive, critical participants in our cul-
ture and society.”1  

As I reflect upon the importance of 
exposing students to creative writing, 
I am compelled to share a story about 
a young writer I met while teaching a 
creative-writing workshop on poetry 
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at an elementary school. This writer 
seared into my imagination the impor-
tance of children having a classroom 
experience in creative writing. 
The story: I’ll call the young writer 
Penelope Poetry. Penelope Poetry 
evokes meaningful educational mem-
ories for me. The class had written a 
group haiku. I asked for a volunteer 
to read the poem. Penelope volun-
teered. When she finished reading the 
poem, she said, “I feel like my brain 
is getting bigger.” Indeed, a child’s 
brain can expand by adding neurons 
and internal connections as a result of 
learning how to write poetry, and for 
this reason it is imperative that cre-
ative writing, in general, and poetry 
more specifically, be included in the 
language-arts curriculum.2  

Writing creatively and writing po-
etry, specifically, do help students 
grow into confident human beings 
because the discipline of writing in-
spires critical thinking; it is a “chal-
lenging cognitive task. A poet must 
first have a basic understanding of a 
concept or emotion and then trans-
form that understanding into mean-
ingful creative expression by explor-
ing and distilling complex ideas into 
the brief format of a poem.”3 This un-
derstanding may be literal or visceral. 
Poems do not evolve in just one way. 
Ronald L. Cramer says that “[p]oetry 
is a bridge between the inner and 
outer worlds of childhood. Writing 
poetry enables children to transmit 
their internal experiences to the outer 
world—to symbolize their experi-
ences in words.”4 And because chil-
dren have myriad mental, physical, 
and spiritual experiences as they 
grow, their poems will evolve in 
unique ways. Let me explain. 

 
A Practical Example of the Poetry          
Experience  

 Once I was teaching a poetry 
workshop in a 6th-grade middle 
school classroom with a multieth-
nic/multigrade population. I asked 
the students to write a haiku. During 
our sharing circle, one young man re-
cited his 17-syllable poem using the 

rhythm of a rap poem. One of his cul-
tural cues was rap music, which he 
brought into his poetic experience. 
That’s what often happens when one 
is writing poetry: The whole being of 
the person is translated into words.  

Now about Penelope Poetry: While 
working as an artist in residence, I 
was assigned to facilitate a week-long 
poetry workshop for children be-
tween the ages of 7 and 11. I refer to 
Penelope Poetry as my friend, inci-
dentally, because a good way to en-
gage students in an authentic and 
positive learning relationship is to 
reach out to them in affirming ways 
that build friendships. I shared a 
bond with Penelope and her peers; 
our mutual journey toward learning 
to use poetry to express thoughts and 
ideas served as the foundation of our 
friendship. When teachers serve as 
friendly facilitators within the learn-
ing environment, this creates a non-
threatening atmosphere. The teacher 
becomes the guide who encourages 
and inspires students to think freely 
and spontaneously, not just the com-
mander of the ship.  

The objective of the residency was 
for me to guide students through the 
journal writing process and to intro-
duce them to the art of writing poetry. 
I chose to teach them a traditional po-
etic form, the haiku. It is important to 
expose young writers to traditional po-
etic forms such as the haiku, tanka, 
and sonnet in a creative writing 
class/workshop because this intro-
duces them to other cultures. The 
tanka and haiku, for example, are po-
etry forms introduced to the literary 
canon by the Japanese. Learning to cre-
ate a haiku teaches one “to do some-
thing small in a meaningful way.”5  

In addition, subliminally, an 
awareness of poetic forms teaches 
students how to develop strategies for 
writing all kinds of poetry, even po-
etry traditionally referred to as free 
verse. When using traditional poetic 
forms, the student must stay within 
the syllabic or line requirements. For 

example, a student writing traditional 
haiku must keep within the poem’s 
5/7/5 syllabic pattern. This attention 
to syllabic and line structure fosters a 
respect and honor for words, as the 
student must be attentive to the con-
notative and denotative meanings of 
the word as it relates to the overall 
theme of the poem. They also much 
keep in mind the word’s syllabic 
count.  

Teaching poetic forms, moreover, 
can also increase a student’s aware-
ness of how to follow instructions 
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and work within the limits of an as-
signment. This may be helpful with 
longer writing assignments like es-
says and research papers. Further, 
teaching poetic forms can also, to use 
Penelope Poetry’s own words, help 
students experience the feeling of 
their brains “getting bigger.”  

The brain growing bigger. Meta -
phor ically speaking, Penelope Poetry 
is right; a child’s brain can grow big-
ger when exposed to and involved 
with the arts.6 Having young writers 
participate in writing games and exer-
cises is one way of developing creative 
consciousness and poetic sensibility. 

A child’s brain can   

grow bigger when ex-

posed to and involved 

with the arts. Having 

young writers partici-

pate in writing games 

and exercises is one 

way of developing cre-

ative consciousness 

and poetic sensibility.



Games and exercises help young writ-
ers acquire focus and discipline. The 
craft of writing is certainly a type of 
discipline. Some may argue that talent 
can’t be taught; however, it is possible 
to create an intellectual and visceral 
understanding of the creative process, 
and to provide inspiration. 

  
Poetry Writing Games 

One fun and instructive game is 
the Poetry Ball. Students are asked to 
sit in a circle. The ball is a metaphor 
for a word, and a piece of paper is a 
metaphor for the person. The goal of 
the game is to keep the “word” ball or 
balls on the page (with young chil-
dren [Grades K-4], I use four words. 
With older students [Grades 5-12] an 
unlimited number of words can be 
used). After placing the students in 
the circle, I tell each one to throw the 
ball (word) to another person (a 
metaphor for a piece of paper). That 
person becomes the paper; the ball is 
the word. Therefore, each child must 
throw a ball (word) to one person 
(piece of paper). This forces the 
writer to focus. The student must 
focus on the person from whom he or 
she is receiving the ball (word) and to 
whom he or she subsequently throws 
the ball (word) (another person). The 
objective, thus, is to keep the balls 
(words) off the floor and in the laps 
of the students (on the page).  

However, what happens if a stu-
dent writer drops or doesn’t catch the 
ball (the word)? Traditionally, he or 
she would be banished from the 
game, but eliminating players is not 
the goal in this game. If the ball 
(word) is dropped, the challenge for 
the writers is to work together so all 
balls (words) can stay on the page 
(off the floor).  

The objectives in the Poetry Ball 
game are to teach poetry writers the 
importance of focus in writing, and to 
understand that writing is work. In 
order to keep the ball (the word) on 
the page, i.e., in order to develop 
poems, essays, and plays, the writer 

must work until every word on the 
page contributes to the message he or 
she seeks to convey.  

Another game teachers can use to 
help early elementary writers develop 
the spontaneity a writer needs is Story 

in the Round. The students are asked 
to sit in a circle, either on the floor or 
in chairs around a table (in this case, 
the items used in the game are placed 
on the table). The teacher must be an 
enthusiastic participant, not just the 
“one in charge”; this means that he or 
she must sit in the circle also. The key 
is for each writer to feel comfortable. 
The teacher places sticks of various 
colors in the center of the circle (items 
relating to other themes can also be 
used: i.e., kitchen utensils, hats, 
shoes, or a mixture of items).  

Before the exercise, the teacher se-
lects a lead writer—usually himself or 
herself, or an aide. However, I have 
found that sometimes, depending on 
the maturity and self-confidence of 
the students in the class, an older stu-
dent can fill this role.  

To start the game, the lead writer 
picks up a stick, and creates one sen-

tence that incorporates one of the 
stick’s features—its color or shape, the 
way it feels, et cetera. Moving clock-
wise from the lead writer, each student 
must continue the plot line collabora-
tively created by the preceding writers, 
using the remaining sticks (or objects 
in the circle). The Story in the Round 
continues until someone takes more 
than 10 seconds to make a contribu-
tion (the teacher must gauge when the 
story should end). The objective is to 
encourage students to think sponta-
neously. Teaching students to write 
spontaneously can be stimulated by 
bringing a variety of items into the 
class that inspire writing activity.  

 
Writing Activity 

 One useful type of writing activity 
is The Writer’s Sensory Experience. 
What would a mathematical equation 
describing the writing of poetry look 
like? Perhaps something like this: Po-
etry = feeling things and seeing 
pictures. A reader might not be able 
to linguistically articulate the mean-
ing of a poem like this:  

36 The Journal of Adventist Education • October-December 2019                                                                                                   http:// jae.adventist.org 



here I stand writing 

letters nudging me softly 

trickling into thought.7 

  
 However, the meaning of a poem 

is also derived from the feelings a 
reader experiences as a result of read-
ing, hearing, or even writing a poem.  

Below are the instructions for the 
sensory experience exercise:  

• Give each writer a small cotton 
ball. 

• Instruct the participants to “R oll 
the ball around in your hands for two 
to three minutes.” 

• When the time is up, tell them to 
stop and put the balls down. 

• Ask your writers to write four to 
five words that come to mind as a re-
sult of the exercise (the words don’t 
necessarily have to be about the cot-
ton ball). 

 I have found that my students’ ex-
periences with the cotton ball trigger 
other thoughts. Several items can be 
used to evoke a greater variety of sen-
sory responses: perfume for smell 
(find one that is inexpensive; but 
make sure first that there are no stu-
dent allergies), pictures from maga-
zines or family photos for sight, 
lemon or orange for taste, etc. The 
goal is to help students understand 
that ideas for poems and essays come 
from all sorts of things and places.  

Further, I have my students write 
about four words for each item 
brought in, and I then use these 
words to help them develop poems, 
especially shorter poems like the 
haiku. For younger children, try ask-
ing them to write a group haiku, or 
provide a starter line with five sylla-
bles like: “I like poetry,” then ask 
them to develop two more lines: 
seven syllables in the second line and 
five syllables in the last line. This 
kind of activity can also take place at 
an art museum. Many museums are 
equipped with rooms especially de-
signed for young people. 

  
Cross-disciplinary Writing 

One of the easiest ways to include 

creative writing in the language-arts 
curriculum is to incorporate another 
subject area in the assignment. For 
example, students could write poems 
using the subject matter of a historic 
moment. This type of cross-discipli-
nary poetry writing offers a way of 
helping them understand the relation-
ship between poetry and lived experi-
ences.  

Cross-disciplinary creative writing 
is also a way of satisfying curriculum 
goals. This works especially well for 
students in Grades 4 and above. Be -
low is a sample poem written on the 
American Civil Rights Movement. 
The subject of the poem is the Mont-
gomery Bus Boycott of 1955 that took 
place in Montgomery, Alabama: 

  

A Hymn for Montgomery 55 
Holy, holy: a hymn of praise  
For prophets framing freedom  
In Montgomery 55:  
Strange fruits marching—

some 
Walking, some crawling— 
Americans: black and white; 

hand in hand 
Saintly sighing a freedom 

song of praise  
Holy, holy, holy—the march 

raises 
Into victory: freedom swells;  
The flag: separate and 
Unequal shreds into the face 

of anxious  
Soldiers—black and white 

jumping the broom  
Into a new day—the Civil 

Rights Movement begins.8  
 

Creating a Workshop Environment 
When teaching creative writing, it 

is important for teachers to develop a 
workshop environment. In order to ac-
complish this, classrooms need to con-
tain creative writing tools. In small 

classrooms, these tools can be placed 
in a Creative Writing Box. The follow-
ing items could be included in the box: 

• Books on the subject of creative 
writing (see Sidebar 1);  

• Teacher’s journal;  
• Students’ journals (A traditional 

black-and-white notebook is a good 
beginning; it is also inexpensive); 

• Pens or pencils; 
• Scratch paper of various colors; 
• Dictionary; 
• Thesaurus; 
• Sensory items: cotton, lotion, 

perfume, artificial flowers, small balls. 
Children’s poet Kristine George 

suggests many exciting ways of cele-
brating poetry and keeping it as an 
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 Books 
• Clark, Kevin. The Mind’s Eye. A Guide to 

Writing Poetry (Boston: Pearson Longman, 
2008). 

• Babette Deutsch, Poetry Handbook: A 
Dictionary of Terms (New York: Harper Peren-
nial, 2009).  

• Moore, Ellen Jo. Writing Poetry With Chil-
dren (Monterrey, Calif.: Evan-Moor Educational 
Publishers, 1999.  

• Neubauer, Bonnie. The Write Brain Work-
book (Cincinnati, Ohio: Writer’s Digest Books, 
2006.  

• Ross, Bruce. How to Haiku (Boston: Tuttle 
Publishing, 2002).  

 
Websites  

• Kristine O’Connell George’s Website pro-
vides helpful resources on teaching and writ-
ing poetry: http://www.kristinegeorge.com. 

• Poets and Writers provides resources for 
writers: http://www.pw.org/.Poetry.Org offers 
several poetry resources for various age levels. 

• EDSITEment! Literature and Language 
Arts Lessons: https://edsitement.neh.gov/les 
son-plans?keywords=literature+and+lan 
guage+arts. 

• EDSITEment! Poetry Lesson Plans: 
https:// ed  sitem ent. neh.gov/lesson-plans?key 
 words= poetry.

Sidebar 1. Creative Writing Resources 



important part of the curriculum. For 
example, she recommends that teach-
ers “keep a basket of poems handy in 
[the] classroom.”9 

It is important, moreover, to cre-
ate an environment in the class-
room that fosters creative writing. 
Generally, a writing community, 
says Hal Blythe, “creates groups of 
writers with similar interests and 
uses group energy and skills to 
make the whole greater than the 
sum of its parts.”10 The writing 
community concept works well 
with students in the upper elemen-
tary grades. Ideally, each writing 
community will include four stu-
dents. Students may form their own 
writing groups based on interest or 
be assigned to a writing group by 
the teacher. During the creative 
writing period, members of writing 
communities can help one another 
revise poems and develop ideas for 
poetry activities. Ideally, the writing 
community will also help partici-
pants feel comfortable talking about 
their writing and underscore the 
idea that writing is a process, not a 
finished product. 

  
Final Thoughts 

In addition to helping children 
grow intellectually and emotionally, 
creative writing is fun. Children 
enjoy hearing themselves read from 
their own work; therefore, after a 
lesson on creative writing, have a 
poetry reading, create a classroom 
journal to share students’ poems, or 
bind poems together in a class book 
that includes all of the students’ 
poems. Although most students are 
excited about the possibility of pub-
lishing and sharing their poems 
with a wider audience, teachers 
should be prepared with alternate 
publication options for those who 
may prefer not to have their work 
shared in public. If a school would 
like to publish a book of poetry, 

Bookemon is a user-friendly site 
that can be used to develop and 
published a collection of poetry 
(https://www.bookemon.com/). 
Whatever approach is used, the   
goal is to encourage young people 
to write. They need the opportunity 
to hear the sound of their own 
voices and visually experience their 
thoughts on a printed page.  

Facilitating creative writing work-
shops in language-arts classrooms is 
not an extravagance; it is a neces-
sity. Penelope Poetry reminded me 
that creative writing for young peo-
ple is an imperative; students have a 
right to experience their brains “get-
ting bigger” by creating literary 
gems. ✐ 
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