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Abstract 

Teachers are always looking for new ways to excite and engage their classes. 

Most students love a bit of competition, attention and reward. This qualitative 

study explores the effects of using spoken word and poetry slam in a secondary 

school in the UK, conducted by a spoken word educator. It aims to examine 

how the competitive element of poetry slam can genuinely excite students and 

act as a spur for them to do their very best. As well as individuals in class and 

participating in a year group slam, students also competed in an external team 

slam. This enabled them to meet fellow poets from all over London and gain 

confidence in front of an appreciate audience. The team work element 

empowered students who at this juncture felt unable to 'do it on their own'. The 

study found that when used effectively, slam poetry events can be a dynamic 

way to connect students with culture, community and develop their character.   

 

Keywords: poetry, spoken word, performance poetry, schools, UK, pedagogy, 
competition. 
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Nameless 

 

For each block of flats you will find excuses, 

A junkyard of rotting talent 

These thirty-somethings, on the benches, 

Day after day, herb wafting, 

Beer cans cradled, 

Children gazing at them like they are Gods. 

Each light lost in a black hole of addiction. 

 

You have your own mind, 

Do not let those losers influence you, 

Look for signs to bypass mistakes, 

Learn how smart people manoeuvre, 

Avoid people scorched by the century, 

Because it is a hundred times better 

To be with a wise loser 

Than a gang of stupid winners. 

 

You have your mind, 

Listen to the voice of the heart, 

Look - you are the architect of your own fate, 

You have the biggest impact of all people 

On the fulfilment of your dreams, 

Just find your way. 

 

Phillip2, Year 8 

 

  

                                                 
2
 All students’ names have been anonymised 
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Introduction 

 One of my earliest memories is of the spotlight as I stepped out on stage 

at Omagh Town Hall to perform a poem at the West Tyrone Feis. Two hundred 

six- year-old girls performed the same poem and an adjudicator would decided 

who would be awarded gold, silver and bronze. I remember my gold medals, 

Blu-tacked to the kitchen cabinet, winking at me with affirmation throughout my 

childhood. 

 In June 2014, four of my students, all thirteen-year-old boys, bounded 

out from the gloom of the wings onto the stage at Stratford Circus, East London. 

The front rows were lit by the stage lights and the applause electrified the four 

hundred-strong audience consisting of other school poetry teams, teachers, 

parents, funders and the judges - three well respected poets. The boys were 

fired up by the thought they might take home the Word Cup trophy. This is slam 

- 'poetry that is performed in a competitive environment before a live audience.' 

(Mattern, M. 2013: 123)  

 The Word Cup poetry slam was different from my first stage experience. 

The team that I coached performed their own writing, sharing their experiences 

and emotions about learning English. However, our experiences were similar in 

that they both provided the opportunity to get up on stage, perform poetry for an 

appreciative audience and compete.  

 Slam as we know it began in the impoverished suburbs of Chicago in 

1987, but it traces its roots back to the Olympics of Ancient Greece and its 

heritage spans continents. (ibid: 124)  This study investigates the theory, 

practice, challenges and desirability of using poetry slam and spoken word 

poetry as a creative writing pedagogy. My experience with students has proved 

that slam is an exciting and valuable way of reaching marginalised students. 
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Background 
 
 The study is based on my experience as a spoken word educator (SWE 

hereafter), working 4 days a week at The London School3 for the academic year 

2013 – 2014 as part of the Spoken Word Educator programme (SWEP 

hereafter). SWEP is a pioneering project to integrate Spoken Word pedagogy 

into the classroom. It was a University-based Masters level programme that 

included a nine month, one-day-a-week training placement within a UK state 

secondary school setting led by founder and Chicago based SWE Peter Kahn. 

My post was funded by the school and the Arts Council England. 

 This study investigates the theory and practise of using poetry slam in 

schools by exploring the effects of poetry slams involving Year 8 students (aged 

13). Year 8 pupils had six lessons which led up to a class slam where individu-

als performed their own poetry. The winners then went on to represent their 

classes in an individual poetry slam, judged by all Year 8 students. Year 8 stu-

dents then formed two groups of four and represented their school with team 

poems at The Word Cup, which involved ten London schools. Student feedback 

from the audience for the in-school slam was analysed alongside interviews 

with students and feedback from teachers. The confidentiality and anonymity of 

school staff, students and their parents or carers has been maintained. The 

qualitative data reported was all collected ethically and with informed consent of 

participants and carers. 

This is intended as a practical and theoretical guide to using slam 

effectively in a school setting. This case study aims to show how poetry slam, 

when administered safely, can motivate students to write and perform their own 

poetry and the efficacy of spoken word as a pedagogical technique. 

                                                 
3
 The school’s name has been anonymised 
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Autobiography of the question 
 
 ‘Poet’ is my stated profession, but I have never published nor won a page 

poetry competition. I perform my poems and winning poetry slams gave me my 

poetry CV and helped make poetry my career. My slam experience began with 

winning the Belfast Poetry Cup in 2008. I went on to represent London in the 

BBC Radio 4 UK Slam, win Farrago best slam performer 2008 & 2009, 

represent the UK at the European Slam days in Berlin, perform at the 

Cheltenham and Ledbury Festival Slams and win the 2011 BBC Edinburgh 

Fringe Poetry Slam.  

 I have a lot to thank the form for. Slam gave me the confidence to pursue 

a career in writing and performance. How else could a dyslexic country girl, 

without connections and a chip on her shoulder, manage to make a living out of 

being a poet? The open forum that slam provides allowed me to gain 

experience, kudos and community.  

 Most poets who slam realise it is not 'a credible poetic competition, but it 

reaches audiences that would never otherwise be exposed to us.' (Yun, 2003: 

43) Competition and audience has always motivated me to excel. As a SWE, I 

noticed that for many of my students, competition and the prospect of reward 

and recognition motivated them to produce and perform poetry that few 

believed they were capable of (least of all them). However, competition needs to 

be managed. Everyone needs to feel they get something out of the experience 

and that a win for one is a win for all.  
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Defining terms 

 An issue with the art form is that we don't know what to call it, especially 

in the UK. Before I was recruited to SWEP, I used 'performance poetry' because 

this term can be readily understood.  Apples and Snakes, a not-for-profit 

organisation has been promoting 'poetry with bite' in England since 1982 and 

defines performance poetry as, 'reading or declaiming poetry in a way that 

acknowledges the presence of an audience'.(Apples and Snakes, 2014) Ishle 

Park, defines spoken word as a 'passionate performance of poetry.' (Yun, 2003: 41)  

 It is difficult to know when the term 'spoken word' emerged. It could be 

argued that it became popular as a way to distance the genre from the 'boring' 

reputation that page poetry had accumulated since it was 'captured by 

academics' and New Criticism. (Smith, 2009: 19) In 2001, American television 

network "HBO began airing 'Def Poetry Jam', a half hour of spoken word poetry 

hosted by well-known rapper Mos-Def." (Low, 2011: 13) This catapulted the 

genre into a whole new era of public recognition, in the USA and then globally 

via YouTube. HBO clearly didn't feel that poetry was a toxic term, as long as it 

was wrapped in a rapper's name.  

 Lansana (2004) uses "music-based literary form" to define spoken-word 

or performance poetry. Lansana sees page versus stage or 'literary poetry 

versus spoken word' as 'sibling rivalries'. Poetry written to be performed is really 

just a sub-genre of poetry, to use a hip-hop analogy, spoken word is to poetry 

what hip-hop is to music. To extend this, battle rapping is to hip-hop what slam 

is to spoken word. 

 According to slam veteran Regio Cabico, 'slam is competitive poetry' 

(Yun, 2003: 39). Marc Smith, the man credited with inventing the modern form, 

states that the basic rules of slam are, perform your own work in three minutes or 
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less, without props or costumes and with scores awarded from 0.0 to 10.0. (Smith, 

2009: 32) 

 However, the term slam has come to define the genre as a whole, 

especially in non-English speaking countries. In France, 'slam' has become 'as 

familiar to the general public as the term “hip-hop.”' (Smith, 2009: 228) 'Slam' 

has come to mean spoken word poetry, with or without the competitive element. 

Furthermore, a Google search, for 'slam' or 'slam poetry' is more effective than 

trawling through all the imprecise results that ‘spoken word’ and ‘performance 

poetry’ will return. If the art form is to have the global reach and regional 

diversity of hip hop, perhaps using the term ‘slam’ to define the genre will help: 

with slam competition used to define competitive performance poetry. However, 

Slam, like rap, is rather an ugly word. It sounds dangerous, even violent but it is 

punchy in a way that makes all other terms staid by comparison. To elicit how 

poets who perform choose to define themselves and their genre, I surveyed my 

network of fellow poets who 

perform. Out of a sample of 

sixty-four respondents, only 

two defined themselves as 

slam poets. The majority chose 

'poet' and 'poetry' with a 

significant minority selecting 

'spoken word artist' and 

'spoken word poetry'. The fact 

that the second highest choice 

was 'other' shows how much in 

flux the genre designation is.  
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 Perhaps poets who began their careers in slam no longer want to be 

pigeon-holed into a genre, in the same way as hip hop rappers may now want 

to be defined as musicians. One poet asserted that 'it's very important that 'live' 

poetry exists in many formats and does not become too closely intertwined with 

slam.' Live poetry is yet another term, which had a popularity peak but seems to 

have died again. The poets surveyed stated that the major drawback of poetry 

slam was that it 'encouraged a certain type of poetry.' Slam poems are usually 

much longer than traditional page poetry in an attempt to fill the full three 

minutes and can be open to accusations of being a 'rant' and overly simplistic.  

 A consensus is unlikely to be reached, but in light of the number of 

respondents who identify with poet and poetry, I have decided to include these 

in my terms. For the purposes of this study, I will call the genre spoken word 

poetry and the practitioners spoken word poets. I will use poetry slam to define 

an event where poets compete and slam poet to define the person competing in 

a slam. 
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Literature Review 
 

Why use spoken word poetry in schools? 

 Although spoken word poets have been working in schools for decades, 

'performance poetry and its implications for education are just beginning to 

garner academic attention'. (Low, 2011: 17) The role of the SWE is to 

encourage students to write and perform their own poetry. Although this 

encompasses introducing students to poems on the page, spoken word poetry 

is positioned as primarily an oral art form.  According to Ellis et al (1995) orality 

is essential for getting students excited about poetry as without 'a voice' poetry 

'is not going to come alive for most children.' (4) It could be argued that poetry is 

even more effective when it is seen as well as heard. Low et al (2008) found 

that 'students' interest in and understanding of the poem grew as the audio and 

visual elements were added.' (108) SWEs and Poets in schools, give poetry not 

only a voice, but a body with movement, attitude and easily accessible aids to 

interpretation. 

 Hearing and seeing the poet provides a context for students and shows 

them that 'poets draw on their cultural and linguistic backgrounds' (Ellis & Barrs, 

1995: 6). A video of John Agard reading his poem, 'Checkin' out me History' 

delighted the students at The London School, especially those of Caribbean 

descent. The diversity of spoken word artists allows practitioners to select 

poems that their students can connect with. Once students realise that poetry 

gives them permission to express themselves in their own voice, they 'will be 

inspired to find their individual voices and to express their thoughts ... in poems 

of their own.' (ibid, 9) The improving quality and ready availability of spoken 

word poetry videos make it easier to bring the immediacy, intensity and 

excitement of spoken word poetry into the classroom. 
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Accessibility 

 Spoken word poetry in school could be a way of dismissing the common 

perception of poetry in schools as 'vague and inaccessible.' (Lansana, 2004) 

Unlike other art forms such as music, drama or fine art, spoken word poetry 

doesn't require expensive equipment; 'it takes no money to get together to work 

on a poem and perform it.'(Yun, 2003: 43) In the multi-ethnic classroom, 

performance poetry is an art form that reflects the diversity of the student 

population, while inspiring young people to write for the mic themselves. 

 Hip-hop education has been popular for some time (see Seidel, 2011) 

but the accessibility of spoken word and slam poetry education could have the 

potential to bring wider pedagogical benefits to schools. Low (2011) states that 

'slam poetry is less intimidating and more inclusive than rap music to students 

not already invested in hip-hop.' (14) Hip hop is associated with urban black 

males (Jefferies, 2011) however, many prominent spoken word poets are 

female (see Olson, 2007), and 'come from all cultural groups.' (Low 2011: 14) A 

rapper must fight for the mic but at a spoken word poetry event, anyone can 

sign up and perform to an audience seemingly interested in the words. Slam 

poetry is 'both like and unlike rap lyrics' (ibid) in that it often tackles 

contemporary issues and pays attention to the sonic pleasures of language but 

there is not as much swearing and rhyme is not essential. Hip hop is all about 

the flow and the beat, whereas 'spoken word has a passion for language,' 

(Hoechsmann & Low, 2008: 100) which makes it an effective teaching tool for 

improving literacy as well as youth engagement. 

 Encouraging students to write poetry to be heard can help them ‘discover 

a love for language that can lead them to fall in love with reading and studying 

written poetry.' (Scott 2010: 90) Students may discover a gateway to wider 
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literacy through writing their own poetry. This was certainly the case for me. I 

was diagnosed as dyslexic while studying politics and English at university. I 

discovered a love of language through listening to, writing and sharing poetry. If 

my experience of literacy had been confined to simply reading and non-creative 

writing, without an audience, I fear I would have been alienated by words and 

my passion for writing may not have developed. 

 One of the benefits of students writing their own poetry is the educator 

can accumulate a bank of examples of students' work with which to inspire their 

peers. Scott (2010) found that many of his 'students are intimidated by poetry 

and doubt their ability to write a poem.' (91) At The London School, a group of 

usually apathetic Polish boys lit up in class when they saw on the board, the 

Polish name of a student they knew. The students had limited and varying 

levels of English, which is a challenge when it comes to 'selecting poetry for 

them to read as examples'. (Saito, 2008: 200) Students tune in when a poem is 

written by someone they have a connection with. It also gives the student poet 

a sense of pride and validation when they are told in the corridors that they 

wrote a 'sick' poem (that means it is very good).  

 'Poetry may seem like ‘'fluff'’ next to math and history,' (ibid, 199) but it 

can build the student's confidence and enjoyment of writing, which should allow 

them to succeed in all subjects. By focusing on personal stories and emotions, 

students become the expert. By removing some of the grammar constraints, 

poetry allows English as an additional Language (EAL) learners to play with a 

new language, which makes it a 'very effective teaching tool, particularly in an 

EAL environment.' (ibid, 199) 
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Connecting with community and character 

 Saito, (2008) a poet in a school specifically for students who don't speak 

English, noticed that 'the students tend to segregate themselves by national 

origin and language during recess and lunch'. (200) In this context, one of the 

most important outcomes of spoken word education is providing a conduit 

through which diverse groups can connect. Dewey (1934) believes that shared 

experiences help us bridge our differences and overcome the ‘incivility of 

civilisation’ when it is ‘divided into non-communicating sects, races, nations, 

classes and cliques.’ (329) Poetry lets students see the individual beyond the 

ethnicity. Kass (2003) sees spoken word poetry as a powerful way ‘to clear the 

swirling debris of false language and connect.’ (qtd in Mattern, 2013: 128) 

 A catalyst for my own writing was the aggravation I felt at frequently 

being confronted by the same old racial and ethnic stereotypes when I first 

moved to England. Rather than being greeted as an individual, it seemed as if 

my heritage was continually referenced. Writing provided a space to work 

through these frustrations and become less affected by them. Saito (2008) 

described how one of his students used poetry  

'to understand and guide emotions nobody ever taught him to control, to 
turn the chaos of his heart into something concrete, formed by line 
breaks and words, that gives his experience meaning and focus.' (203) 

 
 Spoken word poetry is a way that students can show that they are 'unique 

individuals whose experiences and identities transcend nationality, immigrant 

experience, and youth'. (ibid: 201) Poetry allows people to go beyond accents, 

be whoever we want to be and find a common humanity; that is the 

revolutionary power of filling the blank page and occupying the stage.  

 Once students are introduced to spoken word poetry as a form that 

allows them to explore their own lives, they write because they want to, rather 
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than because they are told.  Locke (2013) identified that  

'allowing students to engage with personal content... directly provided 
students with a powerful, intrinsic, motive for writing.(288)  
 

Many students feel that they don't know what to write or in an increasingly 

visual, digital age, why they should write. When students are encouraged to 

explore their own experiences, writing creatively often becomes more 

interesting and therefore less intimidating.  

 Knowing our own emotions and being able to share them with others is a 

life skill that poetry can help students grapple with as 'honest emotional 

expression is one very important function of poetry.'(Saito, 2008: 202) One of 

Low's (2008) students reported that 'a lot of people found out a lot of things 

within themselves.' (113) Knowing yourself and showing others how you feel is 

not wishy-washy, it is essential to empower young people because 'articulate ... 

self-expression allows [for] self-representation.' (Saito, 2008: 205) Poetry is also 

a key to understanding how others feel.  Although there are many ways to 

express ourselves and connect with others, 'language ...is ultimately the best 

way we ... can communicate'. (ibid) In schools with a huge disparity in the levels 

of English, giving students the opportunity to craft their feelings and present 

them in a formal way can be life-affirming: 'students ... [find] refuge and in some 

cases, rescue in poetry. (ibid, 202) 

 However, poetry is not just about the inner world. Williams (2003), sees 

the role of the artist as helping the community to 'articulate the unspoken' which 

'brings about interesting futures.' (59) Once students have gained confidence 

and found their voice, through life writing and sharing, they often see poetry as 

a way to rail against the injustices they see in their world. Regie Cabico calls 

spoken word, 'a human vocal whistle against what ails us now.' (qtd in Yun, 2003: 

43) Poetry is not just personal, it must also be universal. It is a highly adaptable 
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form that goes beyond life writing; it can be ‘historical document, dramatisation, 

interrogation or spiritual offering.' (Saito, 2008: 205) Poetry is often what the 

individual and society need it to be. 

 

Confidence 

 It would seem that encouraging young people to write and giving them 

an authentic audience to perform to is especially helpful for empowering 

students with ‘low self- esteem.' (Yun, 2003: 43) In my first term at The London 

School, I struggled to get anyone to perform because students' confidence 

was so low. In surveys at least, speaking in public is the number one fear in 

the world (Croston, 2012) and 'very few students will actually volunteer to 

make themselves vulnerable by reading their work in front of an audience.' 

(Saito, 2008: 207)  

 It is essential to work with the students until they get to a point where 

they feel a sufficient sense of pride in their work that they want to share it, in 

spite of their nerves. In order to give students the confidence to get up on 

stage and perform to their peers, they need to be shown that writing and 

performing poetry is exciting and accessible to them. It may seem cruel to 

put young people through the pressure of performing in front of a large 

audience; Saito's (2008) student started 'to tremble and [said] she cannot 

read, she is too shy.' (207) However, giving students the opportunity to 

perform in front of a large audience shows students what they are capable of. 

The opportunity to speak their own words in a safe public environment could 

act as an 'inoculation' against a fear that could cripple students in the future. 

When Saito asked the same student how she 'felt after reading her poem 

before several hundred spectators' she answered 'I have no fear.' (ibid) 
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 Writing and performing can have a profound effect on how students view 

themselves and how they are perceived by others. Locke's (2013) study of a 

poetry slam in a school in New Zealand found that 'the overthrow of negative 

self-images was a prominent theme in the study’s findings.' (285) When 

students feel that they are able to express themselves and that they are being 

listened to, they no longer turn to bad behaviour to receive the attention that 

they need. When 'poems [are] taken from page to stage,' students go from 

feeling powerless to viscerally experiencing ‘the powerful creativity exploding 

through them.' (Scott, 2010: 95)  

 

Slam poetry 

 Harold Bloom (2000) declared that slam poetry is the 'death of art', (379) 

If this is the case, should educators even be using slam as a teaching tool in 

schools? Spoken word poetry “has been ignored in the realm of worthy study 

and 'culture.'”(Yun, 2003: 39) According to Jeff McDaniel, (2000) who has gone 

from slam poet to published poet and creative writing lecturer, 'when slam first 

emerged in the national consciousness, courtesy of the media, academic poets 

vilified it, saying, 'that's not poetry!' (35) 

 It is important to remember that, despite the ancient lineage it claims, modern 

slam poetry is in its infancy. Perhaps it will take decades for the artistic merit of this 

form of expression to be acknowledged. It is worth remembering that the Beat 

poets, who some see as forerunners of spoken word poetry, were once seen as 

'total outlaw[s]', now Ginsberg is 'taught in all the universities.'(Lansana, 2004). 

However, key figures are starting to gain the respect of academics: American 

poets Patricia Smith, Jeff McDaniel and Regie Gibson, who cut their teeth in 

slam in the early 90's are now gaining critical acclaim and publishing their work. 
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(ibid) While in the UK, with Kate Tempest winning the 2012 Ted Hughes Award 

for New Work in Poetry (Armitstead, 2013), spoken word is starting to be taken 

seriously by the literary world. However, it is important to acknowledge that 

while the aforementioned poets may have participated in slams early in their 

careers, they are now more likely to win a literary award than even enter a 

poetry slam. Slam is the poetry equivalent of a battle of the bands, an audience 

does not expect to see a Glastonbury headliner but once in a while they might 

catch the raw talent of the next big thing.  

 Compared to other live art forms, slam poetry is affordable and 

welcoming to people who many feel intimidated by the atmosphere of 'high' art 

venues. As Miguel Algarin (1994) argues  

"slam poetry is not about 'discerning 'high' or 'low', it's in the service of 
bringing a new audience to poetry via a form of entertainment meant to 
tune up fresh ears to a use of language as art." (16)  
 

Slam encourages the audience to react, much like comedy does, but it's not 

about punctuating every line with laughs. The poetry slam 'Ahhhh' is much more 

satisfying and allows the audience and the poet to explore the breadth of 

human emotions. John Dewey (1934) rejected distinctions between high and 

low art and proposed to  

'distinguish between good and bad art according to how well it captures 
human experience and communicates it to others in a way that draws 
them into a shared experience.' (339)  
 

Slam poetry draws in its audience by using life stories and emotion. However, 

the 'confessional quality of much of the poetry performed at slams has been a 

source of criticism' (Hoechsmann & Low, 2008: 103). While this accusation may 

be true, it could be argued that slam audiences and slam poets, are becoming 

more discerning as the art form matures. It is no longer enough to resort to 

cheap performance tricks, 'a good slam poem requires a good poem and a 
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good performance.' (Mattern, 2013: 128)  

 Hoechsmann & Low (2008) argue that slam's 'competitive dimension … 

forces slam poets to heed their public, to listen to the voices of the people who 

judge their work.'(103) Slam poetry often draws on global current affairs as well 

as local concerns, making its content relevant and accessible to its audience. 

There is a tension 'between those who see slam as fun and those who regard it 

as a sell out to the audience.' (Novak, 2011: 181) However, all artists have to 

heed their audience. The difference with slam is that you are judged by the 

person in the pub, rather than an academic or literary critic. McDaniel (2000) 

draws parallels between poetry slam and the competition that exists within the 

'academic' establishment where poets' manuscripts are judged by arts 

organisations 'not unlike the way one gets scored in a slam.' (36) 

 Perhaps the appeal of slam poetry is its ephemeral, democratic nature, 

rather than its literary legacy. Spoken word poetry is of the moment and often 

rooted to a particular place. In Kenya, I wrote poems relevant to my audience 

but I rarely perform these poems to a London audience. The poems I perform in 

school are different from those I pull out at an activist fundraiser. Spoken word 

poets are responsive to their audience; they do not hide away in a garret, 

suffering for their art. As Hoechsmann & Low, 2008 point out 

'slam poets … see themselves as embedded within and responsible to 
particular communities and the poem comes to life in performance.' (103) 
 

 Slam poetry may be responsive to the whims of the bums on the seats 

but that doesn't necessarily produce 'good' writing. Perhaps the key is in the 

name; you have to ‘slam’ the audience with your performance, leaving them 

crying with laugher or sympathy. In a slam, the poet has three minutes to stand 

out, sometimes among over twenty competitors; there is little room for subtlety. 

This means that 'undoubtedly some slammers pander to the audience by using 
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clichés and cheap sentimentality in order to succeed competitively.' (Mattern, 

2013: 129) Slam is also dogged by gimmicks and cheap tricks; I have come 

second to a rather overweight middle-aged man who stripped during his poem. 

However, Mattern argues that 'slam is also replete with poets whose 

performance challenges the audience … to examine and rethink.' (ibid) 

 Martin Amis declared poetry is dead - slam is its 'ghoulish afterlife' (qtd in 

Hart, 2008). It is unclear if Amis believes it is the art form itself, the poetry 

audience or the poet, whose days are numbered. Mark Smith, who invented 

slam, argues that poetry was strangled by ‘New Criticism's grip on literary 

sensibilities.' (Smith, 2009: 19) It has been argued that the neglect of the oral 

tradition, coupled with the dismissal of meter and rhyme, in favour of 'free verse 

and obscurantism ... helped to make poetry less popular.' (Lansana, 2004) In 

my view the page poetry that the public is familiar with is written by the dead 

while slam is an event where an audience can be entertained by poetry 

performed by and for, the living.  

 As in other art forms, there is a tension over whether competition and 

audience invigorates and brings a wider audience or cheapens and 'dumbs 

down' the discipline. It is important to remember that TV talent shows are not 

representative of the best talent that is out there, just as slam doesn't 

necessarily showcase the best spoken word artists. The poets I surveyed 

agreed that the drawbacks of poetry slam were that it 'encourages a certain 

type of poetry', 'some people take it too seriously' and the 'competitive 

environment that puts some people off'. However, there are aspects to poetry 

slam that traditional poetry does not provide. The poets agreed that the benefits 

were that slam is 'democratic,' 'exciting for the audience' and 'brings poets 

together.'  
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 I agree with Davison (2002) that 'what has changed about poetry in our 

time is not the art of poetry but the technology of mediation.' (103) Just as 

poetry evolved from an oral form with the birth of writing and the printing press, 

so too must it adapt to the digital age. Today's audience demands a multi-modal 

experience and surely poetry will die if it limits itself to the page.  

 

US vs. UK slam culture  

 Slam poetry has played a significant role in 'one of the biggest changes 

in modern poetry, that is its escape from the page to the performance.' 

(Davison, 2002: 103) According to Harry Baker, World Poetry Slam champion 

2012, a poetry slam is a way to 'trick people into attending poetry events by 

putting an exciting word like slam on the end.'(Baker, 2014) By adding an 

exuberant audience and competition, slam is also a great way to 'trick' students 

into listening, reading, writing and performing poetry. Martin Daws, the Welsh 

young peoples' laureate argues that slam 'sounds so much more exciting that a 

“reading”, and less pretentious than a “performance”'. (Daws, 2013) The 

recognition of slam poetry and the spoken word scene more generally is 

important for poets working in school because many young people are 

motivated to get involved in an activity because they see it as relevant to the 

wider world. To get young people excited about spoken word poetry they need 

to feel that there is a 'next level' they can go to, beyond school.  

 It could be argued that national slams draw in new audiences as well as 

uncovering future spoken word stars. The National Poetry Slam (NPS) 

inaugurated in San Francisco in 1991 (Mattern, 2013: 125) and Slam Nation, an 

award winning documentary film about the 1998 competition (Devlin, 2013) both 

played key roles in bringing the genre to a wider audience. NPS is run by 
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Poetry Slam Inc. a not-for-profit organisation, governed by an elected 

committee. (Mattern, 2013: 130) Rules are adopted after public debate and all 

members can share in governance by voting. (Smith & Kraynak 2004: 42) NPS 

is a 'highly structured four day tournament' and judges are selected from the 

audience.' (Mattern, 2013: 130) The host city changes every year and 'relies on 

volunteers to run the events'. (ibid, 125) Mattern sees this grassroots approach 

to hosting a slam as helping to 'ensure the sharing and dispersion of control’ 

while broadening 'ownership of the event and slam poetry more generally'. (ibid, 

131) As well as meeting at NPS, spoken word poets tour 'across different slam 

scenes and venues which makes the notion of a national community concrete.' 

(Aptowicz, 2008: 38) 

 In contrast, the UK spoken word scene never developed an organisation 

which consistently runs a national slam final with regional heats and 

representatives from throughout the UK. Farrago, a spoken word and 

performance poetry organisation based in London, claims to have organised the 

first National Championship in Europe in 1994. (Farrago poetry, 2011) Farrago’s 

John Paul O'Neill is London’s slam master, as he attended the International 

Slam Masters convention in 1996 where he became the first Briton to compete 

in the US Nationals. (ibid) 

 However, the Farrago Slam is very London-centric. Some poets from 

outside London compete in the Farrago final, but they do not have to be 

winners of previous slams or be 'sent' by a regional venue as is the case in the 

USA. Anyone can turn up on the night and the first twenty or so to sign up 

compete. The winner of the Farrago Slam final represents the UK at the World 

Slam in Paris. However, Scotland sends its own champion (MacLeod, M. 2011) 

and Northern Irish poets compete in the Irish National Poetry Slam. It could be 
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that there is not the same appetite for a national slam in the UK among 

audiences and poets. However, according to the poets I surveyed, it is not that 

slam is ‘too American’, ‘niche’ or not of interest to UK poets or audiences; the 

biggest hurdles seem to organisation, regional co-operation and funding.  

There have been attempts to create alternative slams in the UK, for 

example the BBC Radio 4 UK slam in 2007 & 2009 or the BBC Edinburgh 

Fringe poetry slam which has run from 2011 to the present. Hammer and 

Tongue is a poetry slam organisation that runs monthly slam events in six 

locations in southern England. These culminate in regional finals and a 

'National Slam Final.' (Hammer and Tongue, 2014)   

 It could be argued that the UK does not need slam and that spoken word 

poetry in the UK has its own history, distinct from the US. Under ‘performance 

poetry’ in The Concise Oxford Companion to English Literature, Birch et al 

(2012) trace the lineage of British 'oral' poetry back to Michael Horovitz, the 

'Liverpool Poets' through to Ivor Cutler, punk poet John Cooper Clarke and John 

Hegley (543). 'Dub Poets' Linton Kwesi Johnson, John  Agard and Benjamin 

Zephaniah (ibid) brought Caribbean poetic traditions, musical rhythms and 

immigrant insights to the genre. I would add Jean ‘Binta’ Breeze to this entirely 

male list. I vividly remember the moment, when as an 18 year old I discovered 

Breeze's collection, Spring Cleaning in a second-hand bookshop. It was a 

revelation to read poetry written in Breeze's Caribbean vernacular that centred 

on the struggles of cleaning the house and caring for children. It gave me a 

licence to find beauty in mundane realities and perform in my own accent.  
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 Today Malika Booker and Rodger Robinson carry forward the Caribbean 

poetic tradition. Spoken word's relationship with music is continued by Kate 

Tempest, Scroobius Pip and Dizraeli, the UK's best known contemporary 

spoken word poets. (see Adarads, 2014) Luke Wright has done a great deal to 

promote poetry without the beat through contributing to Radio 4, programming 

Latitude Festival's Poetry Arena and setting up Nasty Little Press, which puts 

spoken word poets into print. (British Council, 2011) Performance poets in 

Britain have 'conquered pubs, small theatres, radio programmes, literary 

festivals and the internet' (Novak, 2011: 29) but not the West End and television 

as they have done in the USA.  

 A turning point in the recognition of spoken word poetry in the UK came 

in 2012, when the Edinburgh Fringe added a spoken word section to their guide 

(Richardson, 2012). In 2014, there were 132 shows listed as Spoken Word. 

(Edinburgh Fringe Website, 2014) Neil Astley, editor of Bloodaxe Books which 

publishes several UK performance poets) states, 'the flourishing of performance 

poetry has encouraged poets … to become better readers of their own work ... 

[which has] meant audiences have become more excited about all kinds of 

poetry.' (Novak, 2011: 29)  

Unlike hip hop, spoken word and slam poetry usually have to be 

explained to students and conventional teachers in the UK. Without the media 

gloss that the genre has received in the USA, it is doubtful if it ever become 

mainstream. The lack of a consistent, high profile, national slam for both adults 

and young people is a key factor which prevents new voices emerging and 

limits the recognition of the genre. Until these changes occur, spoken word 

poetry in the UK is unlikely to have the recognition and educational impact it 

deserves. 
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Youth Slam US & UK 

 If national and global poetry slams are important for the vitality of spoken 

word poetry, then it also essential to have a national youth slam. At the very 

least, spoken word poetry, like other art forms, requires external events where 

students can compete on a grander scale than the school hall. Therefore it is 

pertinent to analyse the landscape for teen poetry slam, in particular events that 

work with school students and team slam, as this is the breed of event with 

which this study is primarily concerned. 

   When Marc Smith, a carpenter from Chicago, stumbled upon modern 

day poetry slam in 1986, as a way to fill time at a poetry reading, he could not 

have anticipated that it would lead to a global movement. (Somers-Willett, 

2009:4)  The phenomenon is now rooted in schools in the US. Brave New 

Voices (BNV), is perhaps the most well-known teen poetry slam, thanks to a 

feature on US television network, HBO. (Jollimore, 2010) BNV is a team slam 

for 13 - 19 year olds held every summer in a different US city (Low, 2011: 14) 

and is co-ordinated by Youth Speaks, an organisation founded in San Francisco 

in 1996. (Hoechsmann & Low, 2008: 100)  In 2014, forty-four teams competed 

in BNV, (Youth Speaks, 2014) including representatives from Bermuda and 

South Africa. (Miller, 2014) Although there were no competitors from the UK in 

2014, Leeds Young Authors became the first international team to travel to 

Brave New Voices in 2010. Their journey, which was the subject of an award 

winning documentary, We Are Poets. (The Poetry Station, 2014) showed the 

transformative effect that youth team slam can have for young people and that 

the appeal of the art form is not restricted to the USA. 

 According to Peter Kahn, SWEP founder, the first London teenage poetry 

slam was held in June 2003 and ran every year until 2009. This event placed 
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poets in schools in the run up to each event and relied on funding for the arts in 

education and a financial commitment from schools. It does not seem to be a 

coincidence that this long running project crashed along with the world's 

financial markets. The gap was filled by The Word Cup 2010, organised by 

Apples and Snakes. This ambitious project which brought together nine teams 

representing their English regions. (Word Cup, 2010) In 2012, Shake the Dust 

went one step further and held qualifying rounds with five teams in each of the 

nine regions competing for a place in the final. (Shake the Dust, 2012) This 

seems to have been a high-point in the organisation of a national youth slam in 

the UK. In 2014, the Word Cup was held again but this time it only included ten 

London schools, with no qualifying heats. (Apples and Snakes, 2014) Shake the 

Dust and the Word Cup 2014 were made possible by funding from the London 

Olympics 2012 which has been supporting arts education since 2008. With this 

funding stream drying up, the financial future of regional and national teen 

poetry slam appears challenging.    

 A UK success story is SLAMbassadors, a solo slam and has been run-

ning a teenage poetry slam since 2002, in conjunction with the Poetry Society. 

(Taylor, 2012) According to Joelle Taylor, founder of SLAMbassadors, many of 

the teenage slam poets 'have gone on to become regular faces on the spoken 

word circuit [and] one young poet … was awarded an OBE'. (Taylor, 2012) It 

began as a London-wide slam but in 2008, digital technology allowed SLAM-

bassadors to become a national youth slam championship open to anyone 

aged 12 - 18 in the UK. Any young person can submit an online video for a 

chance to be in the final. (Taylor, 2012) SLAMbassadors recruits 'Poet Coach-

es' among previous competitors and, depending on funding, delivers workshops 
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and regional heats with some young people in the run-up to the video submis-

sion deadline.  

 Unlike the London Teenage Poetry Slam, Shake the Dust and Word Cup, 

not all young people get to work with poets in the lead up to the SLAMbassa-

dors competition. However, the advantage of the video submission format is 

that anyone can enter and finalists have the opportunity to take part in a training 

workshop. This approach also makes the process a lot less expensive. While it 

is valuable for young people to work with professional poet educators to put to-

gether poetry slam teams for national competitions, it does not come cheaply. 

The lack of funding is a key reason why England has only once been able to 

organise a national slam final with regional heats, in the form of Shake the Dust.  

 Apples and Snakes and other arts organisations have achieved a lot 

with these teen slam events in a difficult funding climate. However, their 

irregularity and inconsistency in naming these slams has prevented the UK from 

achieving the type of widespread participation, recognition and financial support 

that BNV has garnered in the USA. This is a concern as many scholars identify 

the restricted impact of short-term projects compared to more long-term 

interventions (see for example Burton et al., 1999; Robinson et al., 1999).  A 

review by Gregory (in press) of the Word Cup 2010 highlighted the concern that 

‘there won’t be any format for another four years.’ (25) Most of these events 

were part funded by the Arts Council England, which has experienced budget 

cuts of 30% since 2010. (BBC, 2010) The fact that Word Cup 2014 was only 

open to London schools, shows that the impact of funding cuts for the arts in 

education is now being deeply felt by the organisers of national teen poetry 

slams. One of the Word Cup 2010 poet coaches pointed out that 'there’s no 

point raising young people’s expectations and then dropping them with nowhere 
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to go.' (Gregory, in press: 25)  

A radical re-think is required so that the UK does not lose the momentum 

and expertise it has gained from running teenage poetry slams since 2003. The 

UK should be inspired by the example of the teen slam scene in the USA, 

where schools pay over $2000 dollars to enter BNV and Youth Speaks has 

recently been awarded grants of $10million for the next seven years. 

(PRNewswire, 2014) 
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Methodology 
 

I initiated many projects with all year groups at The London School but 

decided to use the work I did with Year 8 pupils as a case study. Yin (1989) 

explains that 'case-studies allow for an in-depth investigation into specific 

instances with a view to developing or illustrating general instances. In this case, 

the specific instances were a set of lessons that led up to a class slam, a year 

group slam and finally an external slam, Word Cup 2014, involving ten London 

schools, organised by Apples and Snakes. I will refer to these three stages as 

the class slam, the Year 8 slam and the Word Cup. These specific incidents 

allowed me to look at solo slams (class slam and Year 8 slam) as well as a 

team slam (Word Cup) and the effect of an internal and external audience. The 

study focused on the impact for students of being involved in poetry slams and 

spoken word poetry.  

This study is largely based on information collected from focus group 

interviews, questionnaires and feedback from teachers. Informed consent was 

obtained from students, poet coaches, school staff and the young people’s 

guardians/carers. To protect respondent’s anonymity, pseudonyms for 

participants and schools are used throughout. Interviews with students were 

conducted on different occasions in order to collect feedback at each of the 

three stages of the project. My research was primarily descriptive and located 

within an ‘interpretive paradigm’. (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2000, 22–3) I 

have not included quantitative data, in the form of levels of progress or 

attainment as it would be impossible to prove if changes were brought about by 

involvement in the project. 

I used questionnaires at the end of the class slam and the Year 8 slam to 

elicit responses from all participating Year 8 students. This data was compiled 
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to produce graphs of student responses and their narrative answers were 

transcribed. I opted for group interviews in order to gain more insight into how 

the experiences affected the students who performed in the Year 8 slam and 

the Word Cup. Interviews lasted between 13 – 45 minutes and took place in 

various locations which should not have affected the interviewees and their 

readiness to provide creditable responses. With the participant and carer’s 

express permission each interview was recorded and transcribed. The process 

lasted from late February to mid July 2014. In addition, I collected information 

from poets about their perception of spoken word poetry, slam and the 

effectiveness of using slam in schools. I have also included this data in my 

research. The questions and a graphical breakdown of responses are in 

appendix 1.  

I have endeavoured to limit my subjective observations to the data 

collected. I have not included field notes in the investigation because discourse 

analysts generally dismiss this type of observational data as it relies heavily 

upon ‘what the researcher has looked out for, noticed and recorded.’ 

(Hammersley, 2013:63)  

Group interviews allowed for a nuanced understanding of what Year 8 

students felt were the advantages and drawbacks of poetry slam in various 

contexts. However, it is important to recognise the limitations of interviews when 

designing questions, conducting interviews, analysing data and reporting results. 

Participants are not always best placed to recognise how they have been 

affected by an intervention, furthermore, ‘what is said is not simply the 

expression of inner, personal thoughts or feelings.’ (ibid, 72) At times the 

students explicitly talked on behalf of others using phrases like ‘everyone 

expects...’ Another potential drawback of using interviews is that informants will 
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‘anticipate that others will hear’. (ibid) This creates a danger that students will 

be more complementary than critical. Based on analysis of interviews, I believe 

that the students felt at ease in my presence which lead them to feel 

comfortable contradicting me. The students involved in the slams became very 

familiar with me, often coming to me with personal issues. The intensive lead up 

to the slams, including time spent after school and outside of school, helped 

develop a relationship of trust. As a member of staff, my position of authority 

and power – relative to the Yr. 8 student, would generally be considered a 

disadvantage as a researcher. However, from analysing the interviews it would 

appear that students viewed me differently from their 'normal' English teachers, 

seeing me as more 'fun' and 'active.' Although they called me Miss, they also 

saw me as a poet. It could be argued that my familiarity with the students was 

actually advantage as a researcher as the students were not reticent or shy 

about sharing their opinions. 

I avoided leading questions and endeavoured to make interviews more of 

a discussion among equals as ‘the interviewees' talk is a product of specific 

features of the interview.’ (Potter and Hepburn 2005: 300). Although I had 

specific areas of interest, namely the effect of competition and audience on 

motivation, I let the discussion flow naturally and used phrases like ‘I just want 

to chat about what stands out for you’. I was comfortable with silences, allowing 

students to think through what they wanted to say and gave them time to 

articulate their opinions in a language that many were not fluent in. I asked 

students directly for their opinions when they  were less willing or able to 

articulate how they felt. Interviews allowed me to ensure that students with poor 

levels of English understood the questions and elaborated on their answers.   

I agree with ‘critical’ researchers such as Wacquant (2002) that there is 
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never any ‘scope for detachment’. (qtd. Hammersley, 2013:72) As a poet 

encouraging students to write about their lives and emotions it is especially 

difficult not to become attached to them and the merits of the project. Therefore 

I have endeavoured to present what the students said in interviews and on 

feedback forms accurately and to provide interpretations based on that data. My 

attachment to spoken word poetry and slam poetry in education, makes it 

unlikely that as a result of this investigation I will conclude that it should be 

abandoned as a pedagogical technique. However, I have attempted to maintain 

an objective and critical eye; I am aware that poetry slam is not for everyone 

and it is a format littered with limitations, which shall be addressed. 

I have chosen to investigate this area because I see it as important to 

document my work as a SWE, in order to add to the academic literature on 

spoken word and poetry slam as a pedagogical technique. I agree that research 

always encompasses political intervention of some kind. (Wacquant 2002: 

1485–6) At a time when arts education funding is being cut and emphasis is 

being placed on research, evidence and assessment (Dfes, 2013 a), more data 

must be provided to show that spoken word and slam poverty has a positive 

impact on student behaviour. There is a real danger that the expertise, 

momentum and funding that spoken word pedagogy has gained in the UK could 

be lost in the context of new curriculum priorities. In light of the new Ofsted 

framework (see Ofsted, 2014)   and changes to the English Curriculum, such as 

the removal of speaking and listening and the emphasis on the secretarial 

aspects of writing, (see Dfes, 2013 b) strong research is perhaps more critical 

now than ever. This study endeavours to provide evidence of the impact that 

slam, spoken word poetry and working with a poet can have on young people.  
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School Context 

 The London School is located in one the most deprived London 

Boroughs, in terms of income, inequality, health, education and benefits (the 

London poverty profile, 2013). The school is currently rated as Grade 2 ('Good') 

by Ofsted. The Students at The London School have among the lowest levels of 

stability in the UK, this means students arrive and leave throughout the year. 

The teenagers tend to live and socialise with people who share their language. 

92% of the school's pupils come from ethnic minorities. The biggest ethnic 

group is Eastern European, which presents challenges as it encompasses over 

ten language groups.  

The Year 8 students are given reading tests when they first arrive and 

allocated to top, middle and bottom sets according to their ability. There is a 

marked variation between the abilities of students, both within their classes and 

between sets. Student’s whose literacy is below ? are allocated to Applied 

English and EAL classes instead of studying a modern foreign language. Non-

English speaking students do not have a classroom assistant dedicated to them 

but they are sat beside a student who speaks their language. However, this is 

not always possible given the diversity of the language spoken among the 

cohort. Despite the challenges the school’s levels of progress are above 

national average. See Appendix 2 for a breakdown of the deprivation levels and 

GCSE attainment at the school in relation to the national average.    
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Project Design and Timeline 

Class Slam 

In preparation for the class slam, I worked with five Year 8 classes in 

their weekly English lesson, over the course of six weeks. I chose to work with 

Year 8 during this half term because they were studying war poetry as part of 

their English curriculum, a topic which complemented my work. Four of the six 

lessons where designed to generate new poems, based on the four themes set 

out in the AQA GCSE poetry curriculum namely, place, character, relationships 

and conflict,. This was designed to add legitimacy to the work for both students 

and teachers, who place a high degree of emphasis on attainment at GCSE. 

Each lesson was accompanied by a worksheet which was collected at the end 

of each lesson. I reviewed these carefully, giving students pointers on how to 

improve their poems and handed them back the following week. 

The fifth lesson was designed as an editing session to enable the 

students to polish one of their poems.  Students were free to work on the poem 

of their choice. This lesson was held in the computer room for all but one of the 

classes. The editing lesson ensured all students had at least one poem ready 

for the slam the following week. It was an opportunity for students with limited 

English to write in their home language and use online translation software and 

to receive individual support about how to improve their poem. Although this 

process was challenging, it was the most effective way to ensure almost all 

students produced a poem they felt proud enough of to deliver to their class.  

 The sixth and final lesson was the class slam. I provided written 

feedback on the students' poems from the previous week and had copies of 

everyone’s poem so that no one had an excuse not to perform. A significant 

proportion of students did not want to perform. To combat this, the first twenty 
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minutes of the hour long session was used to give students the opportunity to 

practise their poems in small groups and make last minute adjustments. They 

often received praise from their peers which encouraged them to feel more 

confident. To help prevent anyone feeling isolated or intimated by standing 

alone in front of the class, students were invited to the front of the room in small 

groups to perform their poem one at a time. This also minimised the commotion 

between performances and the cajoling required to encourage students to 

perform. Students were aware that opting out was not an option and that the 

fact that everyone in the class was reading their poem encouraged the more 

reluctant performers. On one occasion a student point blank refused to perform 

so I read her poem for her. In one of the bottom set classes where the teacher 

was not particularly pushy, the class obstructed the slam to such an extent that 

the bell went before all the students performed. On this occasion I made the 

whole class stay for twenty minutes after school to finish the slam and vote. 

However, these where exceptions and by in large the slams where exciting 

experiences where students supported and listened to each other. One student 

who had recently arrived and missed most of the lead up sessions got up and 

read in Chinese and his classmate translated his poem.  

 One of the two top set Year 8 classes had only one lesson with me. Their 

teacher chose to concentrate on exam preparation and therefore I was unable 

to conduct a class slam. In order to ensure that this class still felt represented at 

the final, I used work produced during their single lesson to select three 

students to represent the class. I worked with these students individually in the 

lead up to the slam.    

The majority of students in Year 8 filled in feedback forms after the class 

slam but since many students have basic English and find writing difficult 
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interviews were needed to supplement the information provided in the 

questionnaires. I conducted a group interview with Shan, Rashida and Alexia. 

Shan had won her class slam and went on to be part of the Word Cup team. 

Alexia had recently arrived in the UK and although she was intelligent and fluent 

in five languages, her English was weak. I selected these students because 

they were from three different classes and had differing abilities. It would have 

been preferable to have a representative from each of the five classes that I 

worked with as well as a mix of genders and more apathetic students. However, 

it was difficult to create opportunities to interview students within the busy 

school day. 

 

Judging design for the in-school slams 

A key consideration was that slams had to fit into the lesson time. Adult 

poetry slams are generally judged by three to five members of the audience or 

appointed judges, who display score cards at the end of each performance. My 

experience of attending, performing and judging slams has led me to believe 

that this method is problematic, especially when dealing with young people. 

Score cards waste time between performances and provide opportunities for 

error when adding up scores. Scores place too much emphasis on points 

throughout the slam. Audiences become restless while judges are deciding on 

scores and it would be a constant battle to get students to settle in time for the 

next performer. It could be difficult and considered unfair to pick three to five 

students to act as judges. Furthermore, I wanted to maintain consistency with 

the class slams, where all students both performed and voted.  

The class slam and Year 8 slam winners were voted for anonymously by 

their fellow Year 8 students. Each student could vote for one person and they 
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were not allowed to vote for themselves. In most cases there was a minimum of 

five votes per slam winner, so even if students could not be trusted to vote for 

themselves, it did not affect the overall vote. I saw this judging method as a way 

to empower the students and engage everyone throughout the performance. 

Audience judging also maintained the slam tradition of being judged by your 

peers as opposed to appointed ‘experts’. To make it quicker, less open to 

corruption and easier to enumerate, at the Year 8 slam, each audience member 

had a voting slip listing the names of all the pupils who performed.  The 

feedback form was attached to the voting form as a way to ensure all the 

feedback forms were returned. It also allowed me to compare students' views 

on the event with the information about the person they voted for. An example 

of an anonymised voting slip/feedback form can be found in Appendix 3. 

  

Year 8 Slam 

Nine of the thirteen participants in the Year 8 slam were drawn from the 

winners of the class slams, three were selected by me from the top set class 

and one was included at the request of a senior leader, who believed it would 

help with his behavioural issues. This student tended to be disruptive, but was 

very keen to be involved in the slam. As he was in the top set, he had not been 

able to compete properly for a place in the Year 8 final. Despite encouragement, 

one student refused to perform her poem.  As she was very shy and the poem 

was about the infant death of a family member, her decision was respected. 

Two students were selected to represent their class to allow more people to 

take part and to help ensure that each class was represented in the event that 

students dropped out.  
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I interviewed ten of the Year 8 slam participants, including Mohammed 

and Gavin who came first and second, respectively. Unfortunately the remaining 

performers did not turn up to the focus group. The interview was conducted the 

day after the slam in the presence of Dr Sue Dymoke, as part of her external 

evaluation of the SWEP. Voting slips/feedback forms were collected from one-

hundred and thirty six Year 8 student audience members who were at the slam 

final. Comments that a senior teacher made to the students at the end of the 

slam have also been transcribed.  

  

Word Cup 

In March 2014, the London School was invited by Apples and Snakes to put 

forward a team for the Word Cup. I decided the fairest way to recruit team 

members was from those who had been involved in the Year 8 slam. This 

meant that the students had experienced working in smaller groups and had 

performed at least twice in front of an audience. Only seven of the Year 8 slam 

students were willing to enter the Word Cup. They were joined by Naima, who 

enrolled in the school in April and had missed the class slam but had been in 

the audience for the Year 8 slam. She was friendly with two of the three girls in 

the Year 8 slam, Shan and Elana.  

 

Recruiting: Air Team 

Naima, Shan and Elana approached me as a group and said they wanted to be 

in the Word Cup. I was initially hesitant. They were talented writers, 

conscientious and keen, but they were not the best performers. In order to win, 

we would need all-rounders. Furthermore, an important aspect of team poetry is 

that students mix with people they wouldn’t otherwise talk to, but these three 
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girls were already friends. They also shared the same ethnicity and background 

and it was possible there wouldn’t be enough diversity in the group to create a 

dynamic slam poem. In the end I decided not to split them up but to team Naima, 

Shan and Elena with Justinas, who was also in the Year 8 slam. He was a 

gifted writer and performer and I hoped he had a strong enough personality to 

stand up to the three girls and provide some spark. I will refer to this group as 

the air team as they responded to the themed round of the Word Cup which 

was ‘in the air’. Naima was a native English speaker. Shan and Elena were 

bilingual but had spent most of their lives in England. Justinas had been 

speaking English for three years and moved up from the bottom to the middle 

set in the third term of Year 8. A script of their poem can be found in appendix 4. 

 

Other Country team 

The second team was made up of Mohammed, who had won the Year 8 

poetry slam, along with Michael, Tim and Philip. All of this team received 

applied English lessons as EAL learners. Mohammed’s English was functional 

but his writing and organisation skills were below average for his age. His form 

tutor reported that he was disruptive in many of his lessons, his attendance was 

poor and his attention span short. Michael was in the top English set and 

articulate despite having lived in England for only one year. Tim had been in 

England approximately three years, he was reluctant to speak and his English 

was intermediate. Phillip had moved from his home country four months 

previously. He had been learning English but he was painfully shy at the 

beginning. Phillip wrote an amazing poem in his home language, typed it up 

and put it through an online translator at home. Once the translation errors were 

corrected, a powerful poem emerged which made use of evocative imagery and 
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gobsmacking subject matter, it provided such an insight that I placed it at the 

start of this study. Phillip was the most accomplished writer in the group but the 

most reluctant performer, while Mohammed, who could barely write was the 

stand-out performer. None of the boys were friends before I put them in a group 

together. Their slam poem centred on their experience of coming to England 

and their relationship with their ‘other country,’ I will refer to this team as the 

other country team. A script of their poem can be found in appendix 5. 

 

Build up to the Word Cup 

The two groups attended hour long after school workshops once a week 

for ten weeks. During these sessions I was assisted by Nancy, an up-and-

coming poet and educator, employed by Apples and Snakes as a ‘shadow 

coach’ to gain experience of using poetry with young people. Additional 

sessions were slotted in during the school day, amounting to an additional ten 

hours. Immediately before the slam, the two groups attended a workshop day in 

a South East London school. The workshops topics were writing, working as a 

team and performing. The day was organised to facilitate cooperation between 

individuals who had not had the opportunity to work together before. Ten poet 

mentors performed, giving the students an opportunity to see the work of a 

range of spoken word poets, many of whom are well known in the UK spoken 

word scene. There was an open mic slot for students to showcase what they 

had created in their workshops. There was only time for ten students to perform 

and I was delighted that Justinas, Elana and Tim all got up to perform what they 

had just written in groups with students from other schools.  

 



41 

 

The Word Cup Final 
 

On the day of the Word Cup final all the schools met at Stratford Circus 

at 9am. Both groups had a rehearsal and sound check on the stage. Before the 

show began at 1pm, the teams were asked to fill in feedback forms for the Word 

Cup organiser, Apples and Snakes. This proved an opportunity for me to collect 

data prior to the slam, however previous experience had shown that The 

London School students did not provide detailed answers on questionnaires. 

The students were asked to discuss the questions together as a group and then 

to talk me through their answers. The feedback was digitally recorded and 

transcribed later.   

 Both The London School’s teams ‘Air’ and ‘Other Country’, received 

feedback immediately after they had performed from the judges in person, this 

feedback was recorded and later transcribed. Back at school, the two groups 

were interviewed separately. The other country group had won most humorous 

line and performed last in front of an approving and vocal crowd. The air group 

had performed first and received a muted, yet appreciative response from an 

audience not sure of what to expect. I was interested in how these different 

experiences of audience reaction and varying degrees of success in 

competition had affected the two groups. These interviews were conducted ten 

days after the Word Cup. This interval allowed the students time to reflect on 

what the competition had meant to them, when the adrenalin was no longer 

pumping. Unfortunately Muhammad, was absent and as it was the last day of 

term I was unable to gather his feedback, however he had been gregarious in 

the previous interviews and as a result I feel that his views have been 

adequately reflected in this investigation. Moreover, his absence left more 

space for quieter members of the group to express their opinions.  
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Analysis 

Transcripts of the recorded interviews were examined using interpretative 

phenomenological analysis, which acknowledges that individual, subjective re-

sponses are shaped in communication with others (Smith & Osborn, 2003; 

Smith, Jarman & Osborn, 1999). After transcription, I analysed all the data 

closely to pull out similar threads. I singled out instances where interviewees 

articulated similar ideas and identified seven categories of response. I then 

grouped together these threads into three discrete themes. This ‘thematic anal-

ysis’ is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) with-

in data. (Braun and Clarke, 2006: 79). All the data was catalogued into threads 

and then themes and key passages were highlighted.  

 

The threads were weaved together in to the following themes.  

 Connecting with culture: enjoying creating, performing and competing.  

 Connecting communities: finding a poetry community, building bridges, 

teamwork.  

 Connecting with character: self-confidence, self-expression, confidence. 
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Findings 

It could be argued that ‘connecting’ is the overarching purpose of art, therefore 

this term has been used across the three themes. Artistic expression, especially 

writing, forges connections with ourselves, each other, ideas and our 

environment. Connecting is how we learn and seek to understand. Therefore 

finding connections must be a major plank of education. Used effectively, writing 

and sharing poetry can be a powerful emotional conductor for connecting 

classrooms with culture, communities and personal characters.  

 

Connecting with culture 

 Spoken word and poetry slam can switch young people on to the arts by 

giving them the opportunity to be active creators of culture, rather than passive 

observers. Student responses to the Year 8 poetry slam revealed that they saw 

writing, performing and listening to others as ‘fun,’ ‘exciting,’ ‘interesting’ and 

'joyful'.  Since the young people could relate to ideas their peers were express-

ing, poetry spoke to them; 'it made sense'. Watching their classmates perform 

‘inspired’ many students and they were left hoping that 'next time I could per-

form as well.' The Year 8 slam audience described the experience as 'powerful,' 

'emotional,' 'deep,' 'creative,' 'true,' and 'meaningful.' To engage with art in a 

significant way, it must entertain, resonate, make you feel and ultimately inspire 

some to do it themselves. 

 Three key features of poetry slam which enabled students to connect 

with culture are identifiable, namely: creating, performing and competing. Each 

of these elements elicited enthusiastic responses from a cohort of usually apa-

thetic teenagers with little more than a basic command of English. 
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Creating 

 In order to have something to perform and compete with, the students 

need to write. This was usually the most difficult hurdle.  Students were asked if 

they had done any creative writing before working with a poet in their school. 

Tim commented that for him writing was 'boring.’ Michael ‘tried once but it was 

crap,’ Shan said, 'maybe when I was very young but it was rubbish.' However, 

when asked what they liked about the class slam, many students said 'writing 

our own poems.' A shift seems to have occurred around their perception of 

poetry and of their writing ability.  Michael summed up the effect that having a 

poet in the school had on the way he viewed writing, 

‘Before in English I though poems was boring. But when you came in 
school, I watched poems from a different angle, I watched it like your 
self-story. Not just to write something nice but a poem is something that 
you experience.'  
  

 Students went from seeing poetry as alien and inaccessible to an activity 

that they had ownership of. Rashida stated ‘poetry is more interesting than 

normal English, we are writing our own stuff.’ Many students found that writing 

their own poetry was more ‘active’ and enjoyable but they also recognised that 

they were learning. Shan commented that ‘It's really fun ... but you are learning 

something good as well.’ It appears that this enjoyment of creating has implica-

tions for how students engage with ‘traditional’ poetry, a key feature of the new 

English curriculum. Rashida enthused, ‘It is fun to look at other poets and get 

ideas from them. It’s good to read old poems and still you understand it.’ The 

students were motivated to understand 'old poems' because they were excited 

about using them as a basis to write their own poems. Teacher feedback stated 

that the SWEP 'developed students’ literacy skills in a way that they didn’t nec-

essarily see as learning’. However, student comments such as 'we learnt so 
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much stuff' revealed that they did see the SWEP as learning but it was 'fun' par-

ticipatory and personal as opposed to repetitive and 'boring' 

 Students reported that they had learned how to ‘edit a poem.' In an 

English workbook, much emphasis is placed on perfect presentation of written 

work. However, this is at odds with how many 'real' writers work. Editing can be 

an untidy process and often produces messy pages that a 'normal' teacher 

might be tempted to rip out of students' workbooks.  Worksheets overcome this 

problem allowing students to cross out, re-arrange and not worry unduly about 

spelling. I showed the students my messy notebook and frequently mentioned 

my problematic relationship with the written word. Removing the secretarial 

barriers to writing produced poems that students 'put their heart and soul into,' 

as a teacher who watched the poetry slam put it.   

 Writing has become instinctive for some of the students. Justinas 

reported that ‘before I would be chilling out next to the PC but now if I think 

about something I just write.’ This concurs with Locke's (2013) findings that 

giving students permission to write about themselves is a 'powerful, intrinsic, 

motive for writing.'(288) Students discovered the thrill and satisfaction that 

comes when 'you just write it, true to yourself.' While reading for pleasure 

receives a lot of attention, it would seem that schools need to place emphasis 

on writing for pleasure too, especially considering that in all subject areas, 

marks are awarded for what is written. Rashida's comment shows how seeing 

herself as a writer, peaked her interest in writing more generally and allowed 

her to engage with poets,  

'I wrote about my Nan and 'cause we are writing about ourselves it's 
more interesting. You see in the poems the poets are writing about 
themselves and their friends and when you compare them, they are kind 
of the same, they are easier to understand.' 
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Performing 
 

 The opportunity to perform outside of school in a professional setting 

was exciting for the young people. Although some schools are blessed with top-

of-the-range facilities, The London School is not one. This opportunity allowed 

them to learn ‘how to use a proper professional microphone. In the school my 

voice sounds creepy but here it sounds like my proper voice.’ In addition to 

these material advantages, bringing students out of school and into an 

impressive arts venue shows them the possibilities that cultural activity can 

offer. Mohammed commented that the Word Cup could have been improved if 

‘more prestigious venues’ were used. Although Stratford Circus was an 

excellent theatre, the community building day was held in a participating school. 

The ‘wow factor’ of an impressive building would seem to inspire young people 

to get involved with the arts. However, it is important that students are not 

intimidated by the venue. Tim commented ‘I thought the place would be really 

big but it was smaller than I imagined, so I felt less nervous.’ 

 The Word Cup challenged students to 'to control [their] fear, be calm.' At 

first Phillip ‘was scared but that fear made [him] excited and it gave [him] power 

to make it.' Even in school, Year 8 slam poets found the experience 'refreshing' 

as well as 'nerve-racking.' Despite the fact that for many, it was their first stage 

experience, some caught the performing bug. One stated that 'when I finished 

my poem, it just relieved me, the fear is gone and I'm happy to do it again.' 

The audience feedback from the Year 8 slam showed that the 

experience would have been improved if they could 'see the performance on a 

proper stage.' Half way through the performance, a senior teacher told the 

students to stop clapping altogether because the noise was disturbing the other 

classes. They went so wild for Mohammed's winning performance that it 
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seemed the hall was hosting a football match, not a poetry performance. The 

school hall is not the most practical place to engage students with performance. 

One student commented that 'it was really good until we were not allowed to 

clap.' Another student commented that 'sitting for this was a bad idea,’ the hall 

had been set up for exams and everyone was at individual tables. However, it 

was the only way to reach all the pupils in the year group. It would have been 

infeasible to take them to another venue. Students also stated that they enjoyed 

it because it was 'something different', ‘it brought everyone together’ and they 

‘got out of class.’ If the slam had been staged after school, many of the hardest 

to reach students would not have attended.  

Over 80% of students gave the slam 4 out of 5 or above and said they 

would ‘like to do something like this again’. Narrative responses stated that 

'everyone was enjoying', 'buzzing,' it was 'calm but exciting.' Effusive feedback 

from the teacher who had stopped the clapping showed that the event was 

viewed positively by school management. This teacher praised the students' 

'skill', 'talent' and said their poems where ‘touching.' He commended the 'great 

audience and for being sensible when I asked ... praise yourselves.'     

 The students liked the performances the most describing their peers who 

performed as 'brave', 'confident' and 'smart'. Students where inspired ‘to join the 

[spoken word] club' and 

wanted to ‘perform as well.'  

However students also 

enjoyed 'voting for the best' 

and this element of the slam 

undoubtedly added to the 

excitement and engagement. 
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Competing 

 The right type of competition is essential to ensuring that students who 

do not win still feel that they got something out of the experience. Gregory (in 

press) warns that the 'line between inspiration and intimidation can be a shaky 

one.'(25) In a survey of poets who ran slams with young people, drawbacks 

reported included that the students were 'disappointed if they didn't win,' there 

was 'too much pressure' and 'the competition was off-putting.'  

 A judges’ feedback session at the end of the Word Cup was one way that 

the organisers managed competition. The Air team were disappointed and felt 

that they ‘didn't get a lot of recognition because [they] went on first.’ The 

feedback helped to cheer them up by congratulating them for ‘starting the show’ 

and acknowledging that it is ‘really hard’ to be first. The judges recognised the 

quality of the writing, complimenting the students’ ‘really strange beautiful 

imagery.’ It delighted the pupils when the judges picked out the lines they really 

liked such as ‘sky stabbed by aircraft’ and told the students to ‘be proud’. 

Having two groups in one team also helped spread the glory, Shan 

acknowledged that although ‘it felt really weird at first [that the other group had 

one most humorous line] but then we realised we were a team.’ 

Only three of the poets I surveyed who have run slams in schools 

disagreed with the statement that, young people were motivated by competition. 

This was reflected in the feedback given by students, especially for the 'Other 

Country team.' When asked if they thought it would have been the same if there 

was no cup, no competition, Michael responded, 

'No! It's not exciting; there is no purpose to do it for. There is a stage and 

there are 400 people and you are just blabbering a poem and then you 

don't win anything, then there's no excitement because you can't prove 

the poem is better than another poem without a competition.' 
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However, I think Philip understood more clearly the 'purpose' of the poetry slam.  

 'The point of that competition, I think it wasn't to show which group of 
 poets is better. The prize wasn't a score or an award, the point was 
 to show what you can do, how good you are and the prize was all the 
 claps that the public gave you.'  
 
When the Air team were asked 'what would it be like if there were ten schools, 

two pieces per school, everyone does their thing, everyone gets a clap and we 

all go away again?' Interestingly, Naima responded 'that is what happened 

Miss', while Justinas, the only boy in the team, said that without the competition, 

the Word Cup would not have been 'interesting at all.'  These very different 

responses from students  in the same group show how people who are 

motivated by competition place a lot of emphasis on the competitive side of the 

poetry slam, while the students who are not interested in competition see past 

the scores and realise slam is about the experience. As the teacher at the Year 

8 poetry slam put it, 'I know that we had a competition but it really is about 

having the courage to come out here and say something in the form of poetry.'  

 

Connecting Communities  

 Poetry slam provides a means for meeting new people outside of school 

and forming a poetry community. It also builds bridges in school by allowing 

students to listen to each other and develop mutual understanding. In a team 

slam, where 'four poets become one voice,' (Renz, 2008: 320) strong 

friendships can be formed during the sustained, intense period of collaborative 

work. This experience helps students gain valuable and transferable team work 

skills and gives reluctant performers the support they need to shine on stage.  
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Poetry Community 

   Students listed 'meeting new people' as a major benefit resulting from 

their involvement in poetry slam. The London School's pupils inhabit a very 

small world, rarely travelling outside of their area of London, except to return to 

their home country. Socialising tends to happen within language groups and 

long-term friendships are difficult to maintain since students are frequently 

joining and leaving the school. The Other Country team performed a poem 

about being bullied on arriving in England. Given their often traumatic 

experiences, it is not surprising that students are reticent when encountering 

new people. Michael stated that 'we thought the teams would be hostile to 

strangers but they were really kind.'  

 The Word Cup changed Michael's attitude towards ‘strangers’. He said 'it 

was exciting, when you meet more people, you add more to your collection, like 

Pokémon.' Given the deprivation that most of the young people suffer, it is even 

more important that this opportunity is offered in school as families cannot 

afford to send children to activities where they might meet a broader spectrum 

of people. Poetry slam provided the opportunity for young people to mix with 

students from different schools in a trusting environment where students can 

make new friends and be part of communities of interest beyond ethnicity.  

 The Word Cup performers valued the external audience much more 

highly than the in-school audience. Shan stated that ‘in school people take 

sides’, supporting their friends, and ‘they won't give you constructive criticism 

because they don't really know poetry.’ On the other hand, she valued feedback 

from the judges and the audience at the Word Cup. This seems to concur with 

Jocson's (2006: 706) theory that slams provide ‘aesthetic safety zones’ that 

allow students to experience constructive and impartial feedback.  
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  Justinas articulated the key difference for him between performing inside 

and outside of school.   

 'When you perform outside of school you usually perform to people who 
perform as well, who are poets as well ... poets understand another poet. But 
when you are in school half of them aren't even interested so they can't really 
understand you ... that's why it's scary when you perform in school.' 
 

Membership of a poetry community allayed the fears which students had about 

performing. Students from different schools got to know each other through 

workshops and ‘everyone cheered for each other’ at the Word Cup final. The 

feedback from the audience at the Year 8 poetry slam proved that the Year 8 

slam performers did not need to worry about a negative reaction from their 

peers as ‘everyone was positive to all the acts.’  

 

Building Bridges in School 

 

Even the most homogeneous schools have cliques. In a multi-cultural 

school like The London School it is of vital importance to build bridges across 

linguistic and cultural chasms. The Other Country team's poem was inspired by 

Michael’s description of his experience of cultural stereotyping, he was told 

'Polish people are like this ... Romanian people are like that ...' Many students 

experience racism, especially when they speak very little English, which 

encourages them to associate within their own cultural group. Mohammed 

commented to the Word Cup judges that 'before I never used to interact with 

these people. But since this competition we got to meet different people and it's 

been great.' The judge commented back,  

‘Can you see the power of poetry, how it brings communities together, 
how it builds bridges of creativity, because you all realise you have 
something in common? The truth about who you are as young people is 
that you are going through similar experiences, and that is the power of 
the spoken word.’ 
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In class, year group and external contexts, poetry slam allowed students to 

overcome the ‘incivility of civilisation’ (Dewey, 1934: 329) that divides and 

defines humanity. The poetry slam provided an opportunity for individuals to be 

perceived differently by their peers. There was a great deal of apprehension 

among the student slam poets; they thought that ‘people would laugh in the 

corridors’. The students were shocked when people in their year group who 

they did not know congratulated them on their performance; one student stated 

that ‘some people who were not nice to me said [my poem] was good.’   

 The audience feedback showed that the slam changed their perception 

of their peers who performed. One student commented,  

‘the fact that most of the people who did their poem were not from 
England and yet had so much vocabulary and flow! I am impressed.’ 

 
Students found it uplifting and inspiring to see their fellows perform,  
  

‘I am proud of him and he makes me think of who I am. He did really 
good, he has been in England eight months, unbelievable.’ 
 
The experience helped the young people express their emotions and 

understand the feelings of others. Michael stated that at the Year 8 poetry slam,  

‘some people talked about love, power, freedom to break out of their 
cages, people wrote and by their poem, you could understand their 
feelings.’  
 

 The key factor is that almost everybody in Year 8 had experienced writing 

their own poem and getting up and performing it in front of their class. They had 

gone through a process together that had led up to the Year 8 slam. Students 

felt a responsibility to do well, not just for themselves but because they were 

representing their class, their school and me, their poet. The representative 

element was also infectious for the audience, with one student commenting 'it's 

nice to represent your class.' The poets were prepared to perform and their 
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peers respected this. Year 8 students stated 'they all worked hard' and ‘it was 

good because people knew what they were doing.’ Nobody was laughed off 

stage, everybody delivered their entire poem; whether they won or not, students 

and the audience could feel proud that they had done their best.  

 

Teamwork  

 

The two Word Cup groups had very different experiences of working as a 

team. From the beginning of my time at The London School, Justinas was 

always willing to get up and perform his poetry. He was the most experienced 

performer and a prolific writer and I encouraged him to be on the team. 

However, he was resistant to working in a group. Furthermore, he was annoyed 

about being the only boy in the Air team and the three girls were continually 

irritated by what they perceived to be his arrogance. The lead-up to the Word 

Cup was very difficult for the Air team as they found it ‘really hard to bond as a 

team and not get into arguments.’ The girls felt that ‘because we weren't friends 

it was hard to co-operate’ and ‘if we had a good idea, he wouldn't go for it, and 

he would just annoy us.’ The fact that the three girls were friends already and 

spent a lot of time together meant that Justinas felt left out. By the day of the 

Word Cup, however, their attitudes had changed. Justinas said that he had 

learnt ‘how to work in groups,’ he saw this as 

‘important because when you work with yourself you are isolated but in a 
 group, you can share your mind, ask opinions, people are there together.’ 

 
 The girls also admitted that they ‘were always fighting [with Justinas] in 

class’ but on the day of the Word Cup stated that’ they 'had not had an 

argument for a whole day’ and were 'nice' to their team member. Working with 

people that you do not like is a reality everyone will face at some time. It is 



54 

 

arguable that the students learnt more from resolving the conflict they 

experienced than they ever would have if it had only been the three female 

friends in the group and the poem itself was much more interesting because of 

the diversity of the poets.  

 In sharp contrast, the Other Country team loved working collaboratively. 

Perhaps the fact that they were all boys helped. I would have liked to have 

more of a balanced team but girls were generally reluctant to perform. Phillip 

compared his experience of performing individually and as a team, 

‘In the year 8 poetry slam I was shaking, I froze. I was speaking but I 
wasn't loud enough but when I came into a group everything was OK’ 
 

Phillip reported that he got his confidence to perform from his ‘team mates.’ 

Michael, who was already quite self-assured, stated that he ‘felt more confident 

in a group.’ This came back to his fear of being judged by others. 

‘If you say the poem in front of the bad people and they start laughing at 
you, you are not alone, you have two people by your side who agree with 
you and do not laugh and you laugh at the bad people. So it's good to have 
a team.’ 
 

Naima, the only student who had not had the experience of performing in front 

of her class or year group, because she had not then joined the school, stated 

that she ‘did like working as a team but next time I would like the opportunity to 

perform alone.’  The benefit of the three stage process is that the students 

experienced performing both on their own and as a team. Each experience 

stretched or suited different individuals and allowed them to learn a range of 

skills. As Shan put it, 

‘It's good performing on your own because you can do what you want to do 
without restriction or having to co-operate but it's good in a group too 
because you know someone always has your back even if you like that 
person or not.’ 
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Connecting with Character  

 By writing and performing their own poetry, individually and in a team, 

students got to know themselves and gained the confidence to express who 

they are to others. The transformative effect of this can be seen in the story of 

one student, who in the words of a teacher,  

'learned to express herself through poetry and rap and gained confidence 
as she learned performance skills. This student developed confidence 
and performed in front of a huge number of people. She is no longer talk-
ing of self-harm or suicide and her attendance has improved.' 
 

The teenagers went from thinking that they ‘weren't going to win’ to declaring 

that they were going to be ‘the youngest and the best’ competitors at Brave 

New Voices. Students who began the process believing that ‘poetry is really 

hard’ ended up writing ‘lots of poems’ and seeing writing poetry as ‘fun’. Stu-

dents who saw poetry as ‘boring’ and ‘confusing’ came to view writing their own 

poetry as a way to ‘explore yourself and express for the rest of the world.’ Stu-

dents gained confidence in their abilities as writers, performers and individuals. 

 

Self-discovery  

 Part of the human condition is to continually reflect on who we are. 

Adolescence is a time when our opinions about ourselves and the world begin 

to cement. Students described how 'poetry is something more personal to us; 

we can show who we are.’ Poetry gave the young people a safe and fun vehicle 

with which to examine themselves, explore complex concerns and adjust the 

way they interact with the world (see Bruce & Davis, 2000). The class and Year 

8 slam led students to comment that 'you can show what you feel just from 

writing a poem' and 'it lets people be themselves.' The students were able to 

reflect on their own lives, for example, ‘think of [their] old place' by listening to 

the poetry of their peers. Students saw poetry as a way to ‘look back on your 
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past and explore yourself’. The opportunities to share their work through poetry 

slam enabled students to ‘express [themselves] for the rest of the world.’  

 However, poetry is not therapy. The form has often been dogged with 

charges of being self-indulgent, self-obsessed and overly emotional. To only 

encourage students to write about themselves would be a disservice to them 

and the art of poetry in general. Poetry must be personal and universal. Once 

students had written and shared their personal stories, they were hungry to 

write about 'other people, global issues and stuff.' This seems to indicate that 

life writing can be a stepping stone to more universal themes and concerns. In 

the slam some students wrote about 'everything we take for granted.' Students 

also personified concepts and wrote from their perspective. One student 

performed a poem which took on the voice of death, while another wrote a 

humorous piece from the point of view of a London borough talking about how it 

was better than the neighbouring borough. 

 Poetry provided a framework for the students to work through their ideas 

and the slam provided a wall on which they could safely display what they had 

discovered. This means of expression made students feel less inhibited about 

displaying emotion. As Mohammed put it  

‘Normally you're shy, because everyone has feelings but you try and 
keep it in but poetry allows you to let it out and be yourself.’ 
 

Self-expression 

Poetry is 'a self-expression technique to show our feelings'.  

Alexia, class slam informant 

 Once a person has figured out how they feel, they then have to find the 

language and space to communicate what they have discovered to others. 

Slam poetry is a form well suited to communicating emotions that are genuine 



57 

 

and personal (see Somers-Willett, 2009). The Word Cup judges connected with 

the other country team poem because it ‘showed something of themselves: 

informed the audience of the issues [they] are going through and how it affects 

[them].' The Air team believed they weren’t as successful because their poem 

was ‘not personal enough.’ Schools are places where emotions often have to be 

hidden; adolescence is a time full of the fear of telling. Having a safe space, 

where the structured revealing of emotions is rewarded by claps and scores 

rather than laughs and scorns, can have a transformative effect on student 

behaviour.  A teacher described how 

‘a number of students channelled their more negative interactions and 
behaviour into their writing and are increasingly choosing to do the right 
thing in school as well as performing their work in front of audiences. 
They seem excited and proud to learn and express themselves 
eloquently.’ 

 
The slam structure is key to encouraging this self-expression. It is not 

enough to simply ask students to write about their feelings. They would not see 

the point and they would be reluctant to make themselves vulnerable. However, 

within the slam poetry structure, competitive students are motivated to do their 

best by the prospect of ‘winning’ the slam. It also provided a space for ‘quieter 

students to find their voice’ according to a teacher, who also observed that 

students are now ‘excited about expressing themselves and being creative!’ 

Like Locke (2013), I also found that the ‘students who at the beginning of 

the year didn’t see themselves as writers were the ones who won the in-class, 

peer-assessed competitions’. (285) Mohammed confessed that before working 

with a poet he was 'not really a poetry person' but the experience of winning his 

class slam, the Year 8 slam and a trophy at the Word Cup, helped him develop 

greater confidence in his abilities. However, Mohammed was by no means the 

best writer. This concurs with Locke’s (2013) discovery that competition winners 
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‘weren’t necessarily the best poets’. (285) Some might argue that slam actually 

does a disservice to writing by rewarding humorous and simplistic poems over 

well-crafted writing. Shan felt it was quite unfair when her writing was not 

rewarded because the audience ‘didn’t get it’, while the hollers that 

Mohammed’s poems received meant he went home with the headphones (the 

prize for winning the Year 8 slam).  

  However, Shan will have lots of opportunities to have her writing 

validated in school because she is a hard-working, talented and dedicated. 

School will rarely reward Mohammed’s magnetic stage presence, but poetry 

slam has enabled him to discover his talent and love of performing. Winning the 

slams showed him that he was capable of achieving. The self-confidence that 

he gained from this will hopefully carry him through other areas of school life 

where he will no doubt struggle. Not winning the slam did not put Shan off 

writing and she continues to bring me intricate, intelligent poetry that she has 

written independently. Like Locke (2013) I found that the ‘overthrow of negative 

self-images’ (284) is a main benefit of using poetry slam in schools. As Michael 

put it, ‘people can find their talents in poetry.’ For Shan it was writing, for 

Mohammed it was performing.   

However, more longitudinal studies are required to ascertain if the 

behavioural changes that result from the student turning to poetry are sustained 

after the slam has ended or the poet educator has gone. Perhaps changes in 

attitude are more down to the added personal attention that the student 

receives, rather than simply putting ‘feelings on paper’. (Locke, 2013: 284) The 

presence of a poet, as opposed to poetry in and of itself was a key factor which 

‘inspired’ Mohammed and Shan to engage with the art form.  
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Confidence  

 Confidence is an over-arching outcome that weaves its way through all 

the themes and many of these areas have already been covered in previous 

sections. There were several features of the poetry slam which appeared to 

increase students’ confidence.  

 The presence of a poet 

 The anonymity of performing outside school  

 ‘High stakes’ competitions 

 Seeing poetry as ‘interesting’ and ‘fun’ 

 Being part of a poetry community  

 Audience affirmation 

 Being part of a team 

 Representing your class/school 

 Seeing poetry as ‘your self-story’ 

 Stage experience in a supportive environment 

 Feeling prepared and proud  

 A desire to do their best 

 Winning 

  

 Students developed the confidence to connect with culture, each other 

and themselves. Working with a poet in their classroom showed students that 

poetry is something that a living person writes and shares. One of my students 

commented that 

'Mostly you read poets that are dead or hiding out in their houses but you 
actually wrote the poem yourself and it was really nice and you were 
standing there yourself.' 
 

This concurs with Ellis & Barrs (1995) who argue that it is 'valuable for children 

to hear the poets themselves reading their own poems.'(4) However, it is 

important that students do not just hear, they also see. Another student 

commented that seeing a poet performing their own poems 'gives us more 
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confidence to write our own'. According to feedback from teachers at The 

London School, the SWEP has given students 'confidence with writing.'  

The anonymity provided by external competition appeared to diminish 

the nervousness felt by students about performing.   

'In front of classmates, you fear what people will say about your poems 
 and that reputation lasts a long time, whereas outside of school it's five 
 minutes and that's it.' 

 
However, the class and Year 8 slams showed students that their peers were 

much more supportive than they could have imagined. Audience affirmation 

encouraged the students to believe in themselves as writers and a supportive 

poetry community was forged from a fractured classroom environment. Phillip 

probably made the most marked progress in terms of his confidence; he 'never 

thought [he] would be on stage performing a poem in English.' It is difficult for 

anyone to believe in their abilities without external validation, never mind when 

they are communicating in a new language. Students' self-perception changed 

as a result of their involvement in poetry slam. Phillip described how  

'after I wrote the first poem and people told me it was good and I qualified 
to the finals and I thought OK if people think I am good then I can carry 
on. And then I wrote another poem.' 
 

Involvement in a high profile external event also allowed students to receive 

validation from a wider audience and changed how students were perceived by 

others, even those closest to them. Phillip reported that  

'My mum says she's proud. She's very impressed because she never 
saw me like that before because always I was shy in front of a big group.' 
 

Through connecting poetry with slam and spoken word, students viewed writing 

and performing as something they wanted to do; according to a teacher, it gave 

students 'an interest in poetry.' Unlike much of what students do in school, 

poetry was no longer perceived as chore or an individual activity. When 

students view a task as 'boring' it is usually because they believe that they 
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cannot do it or it is seen as a struggle without a purpose. Poetry slam provides 

an apparatus that makes writing more interesting for teenagers, so they no 

longer see it as 'hard' but a 'fun' activity. Michael articulated beautifully how, as 

a new arrival, the poetry slam process had changed his perception of the school 

as a whole. Michael 'joined the poetry club a few months after [he] joined the 

school.' He was sure that the end of term would be 'so boring' but Michael 'just 

made poetry and poetry with [his] friends and everything was going all right and 

it made the school interesting.' 

 

Conclusion 

Spoken word poetry is an art form that can provide real benefits when used as 

a pedagogical technique within a school setting. It helps students connect with 

culture, community and their own character. Slam poetry offers an important fo-

cal point to encourage students to write and perform by providing a platform 

that engages young people on many levels: it is entertaining, accessible, com-

petitive and provides a meaningful audience. It leads to improvement in literacy 

and performance skills, allows students to form new connections with people 

and increases their confidence. They are inspired by working directly with a po-

et in their school as well as being given opportunities to perform outside school. 

With adequate funding and support from organisations and schools, as well as 

further research, spoken word and slam poetry can achieve real and substan-

tive change in the lives of students - behavioural, educational and cultural and 

inspire a generation to write for life.  
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