
EVENT TITLE: Empowering New Writers: Strategies for Teaching the 

Hesitant Poetry Student 

 

Event Description: Poetry can be intimidating for readers and writers who are 

unfamiliar with the genre and enter the classroom with assumptions about what 

they’ll encounter. Discomfort can prevent exploration and learning, holding 

students in a space where they are self-effacing or resistant. This panel gathers 

teachers with academic and community experience to discuss strategies and 

successes in introducing poetry to new readers and writers, with a focus on 

engaging and empowering students in their learning. 

 

EVENT CATEGORY: Pedagogy  

 

Event Moderator 

 

Jenny Irish is the author of the hybrid poetry collections Common Ancestor 

(Black Lawrence Press, 2017) and Tooth Box (Spuyten Duyvil, 2022), the short 

story collection I Am Faithful (Black Lawrence Press, 2019), and the forthcoming 

chapbooks Hatch (Ethel, 2022) and Lupine (Black Lawrence, 2023). She teaches 

creative writing at Arizona State University and facilitates free community 

workshops every summer. 

 

Event Participants 

 

Mag Gabbert has a PhD from Texas Tech & an MFA from UC Riverside. Her 

awards include The Journal’s Charles B. Wheeler Poetry Prize for her forthcoming 

collection, SEX DEPRESSION ANIMALS, & a 92Y Discovery Award. Mag 

teaches at Southern Methodist University & for Writing Workshops Dallas. 

 

Amorak Huey is author of four books of poetry, most recently Dad Jokes from 

Late in the Patriarchy. He teaches at Grand Valley State University in Michigan. 

 

Isaac Pickell is a passing poet & PhD student in Detroit, where he teaches and 

studies the borderlands of black literature. He is the author of the 2021 chapbook 

everything saved will be last from Black Lawrence Press, and his debut full-length 

collection is forthcoming from Black Ocean. Isaac’s taken a seat in all fifty states 

and has so much to look forward to. 

 

 

 



Opening Remarks and Housekeeping 

 

Good afternoon, everyone. Welcome to Empowering New Writers: Strategies for 

Teaching the Hesitant Poetry Student. Thank you all for being here with us today. I 

feel incredibly fortunate to be moderating this panel of writers and teachers that I 

admire, who are going to discuss a topic that is deeply important to me: 

empowering hesitant students of poetry. We are in the company of a really 

wonderful group of educators who work with diverse populations, ranging from 

undergraduates who are having their first exposure to poetry in the classroom to 

adult learners who are seeking poetry out. With our panelists, we’ll explore how to 

take down the learning roadblocks that can be created through assumptions about 

the genre, and we’ll share strategies to empower student learning. 

 

Participant Remarks: 

 

Jenny Irish: The idea for this panel hatched when I was participating in a multi-

genre summer workshop for experienced writers. Most of the workshop members 

were authors of books, many had MFAs or PhDs, and all were smart, generous 

readers of one another’s writing, but when the day came to discuss poetry for the 

first time, the workshop basically froze. People began to apologize. They insisted 

they just couldn’t do poetry. They were vocally sure that they had nothing they 

could offer—which I knew was far from the truth. Looking at this generally 

confident group of experienced writers, I found myself asking a question that I’ve 

asked myself many times before: what makes poetry so intimidating, and how do 

we, as educators and facilitators, support people who want to engage, and want to 

learn, but enter poetry spaces lacking the confidence to do so? 

 

Questions: 

 

1. As a starting point, can I ask each of you to talk about the populations that 

you work with, and any common “roadblocks” that you encounter? Do you 

have any insights into where resistance or hesitancy originates in your 

students’ relationship to poetry? 

 

2. Are there specific strategies you employ to begin taking down those 

roadblocks?  

 

3.  Does that work begin with syllabus design before you ever meet with your 

students? 

 



4. Does that work include use of physical space? 

 

5. What are your most successful strategies for empowering hesitant students?  

 

6. Could each of you talk about your favorite workshop model and why you 

feel it’s the most beneficial to the student experience?  

 

7. Do you have a favorite exercise that you feel is particularly useful in 

building student confidence?  

 

 

Participant Insights: 

 

Mag Gabbert 

 

• I teach non-credit courses for adult students through a community org 

(WWD), for-credit courses for adult MA or doctoral students in SMU’s 

Graduate Liberal Studies program (typically w/ no prior experience studying 

CW), and I’ve taught workshops for a range of young people in local 

schools and juvenile detention facilities. The students’ hesitancy originates 

from a misguided belief that they don’t “understand” poetry.  

 

• Often the only exposure these students have had with poetry was in the 

context of test-based K-12 education. Standardized tests don’t lend 

themselves to poetry’s complexity and open-ended nature, so they’ve been 

taught to read poems as riddles that need to be “solved.” To re-wire this 

thinking, we read and discuss lots of poems, offering our own interpretations 

in order to emphasize possible layers of meaning and/or parallel meanings. 

We also talk about the possibility of the text simply meaning what it says, 

and we work on granting ourselves permission to enjoy the sonic textures of 

language and descriptive imagery (etc.) without necessarily understanding 

what it “means” in an interpretive sense. 

 

• Yes, the work begins with the syllabus. Most of these students have never 

been exposed to contemporary poetry. Part of the difficulty they anticipate 

with regard to understanding it stems from the fact that they only have 

experience with very antiquated texts, texts that often seem inaccessible and 

irrelevant to them. 

 



• In general, no, I don’t incorporate work with physical space into my 

teaching, although I feel it’s important to be able to see one another 

throughout class, which means arranging the chairs in a circle or sitting 

around a conference table. 

 

• Successful strategies include: 1. bringing in poems that each class’s specific 

population of students will find relatable; 2. going over the literal meaning 

of the words (before getting into interpretive lenses, etc.) in the example 

poems line-by-line as a group and welcoming questions; breaking down the 

example poems by identifying key techniques (such as metaphor, imagery, 

etc.) that the students can work on developing individually, without feeling 

overwhelmed.  

 

• I guess I would say the workshop model I use is a hybrid mixture of the 

Iowa and Sharon Olds models (I will obvi expand on this). 

 

• My students often have the misguided idea that poems should present a 

veiled version of what they’re “really” talking about; that poems should be 

intentionally obscure. To combat this, I ask them to choose a topic (a 

memory, a thing, a concept, etc.) that they want to explore in a poem. Then, 

I give them ten minutes to write about that topic without stopping—but, the 

catch is, they have to begin with the line, “This poem is about [x].” Once 

they get the announcement of the subject out of the way, it frees them up to 

explore that topic in more surprising, innovative, and organic ways.  

 

Amorak Huey 

 

• My goal is to move them past reading as an act of interpreting or assigning 

meaning – and toward reading as an experience. Often a bodily experience. 

 

• I want them to learn to trust their own reactions to a poem; their experience 

is their own and cannot be wrong.  

 

• I want them to move past questions of like/dislike and toward questions 

about the rhetorical effects of the language and craft elements of a poem. For 

a reader, the question of whether you like something is important – but here, 

in this class, we have other questions that matter more.  

 



• I frequently and repeatedly model my own reading experiences with a poem 

by talking through it line by line, word by word: this is what I feel here; this 

is what the language suggests to me here; this is how I see this image working 

as a metaphor.  

 

• As for workshop, I focus on small groups, scaffolded conversations, 

discussions that focus only on a single craft element. Giving useful feedback 

on a poem is hard. If I want them to be able to do it, I have to teach them.  

 

• I’ve used something I call the “positivity pass” during which you are 

allowed to say only positive things about a poem.  This forces them to drill 

down past “I like this” or “good job” and focus on what specifically in the 

language is making a poem work. 

 

Jenny Irish 

 

• I work with undergraduate students who have generally not encountered 

contemporary poetry before coming into the classroom, graduate students 

who are pursuing MFAs in poetry, and community members with no formal 

training, but who have an interest in poetry. At the undergraduate level, I 

think a common challenge are assumptions about what poetry is or does, that 

students bring with them—the most common being that poetry must use end 

rhyme, and that poetry is intentionally difficult to understand.  

 

• Working with students at different levels of experience, I like to do different 

things. I think a helpful exercise for beginning poets can be asking them to 

define what they think a poem is, and if that definition is limited—which it 

generally is—share pieces of poetry that expand their working definition. I 

am also very much a believer in collaborative course design, where students 

participate in design elements of the course and select readings for 

themselves with some guidance from me as the instructor/facilitator.  

 

• With switching modes of learning and the multi-modal classroom, with 

some students physically present and some attending via Zoom, creating a 

feeling of community in the classroom has been challenging. A first basic 

concern is ensuring that everyone can see and hear one another. To ensure 

students meet one another and talk, I’ve relied on small groups that are 

regularly changed. If possible, I always prefer to arrange the room in a circle 



so that everyone can see one another and feel a greater degree on 

connection. 

 

• Personally, when its possible, I like to use an author directed workshop 

model, where the writer brings questions into their own workshop. 

 

Issac Pickell 

 

• I’ve taught at two very different schools with two very different 

undergraduate populations, and a few weeks into my first semester at Wayne 

State I had to accept some of the “exciting pedagogical interventions” I’d 

been praised for at Miami University would be ineffective or even 

counterproductive in my new classroom. Just about every good instructor 

will tell you to teach the individual student rather than the subject or the 

syllabus, and it was recognizing the sudden necessity of this common sense 

that helped me adjust and eventually excel: the prep school grads I taught in 

Ohio showed up on the first day knowing they were already written into the 

common syllabus but in Detroit, where my students couldn’t afford those 

expectations, teaching the individual had to start earlier and cast a wider net. 

While that has nothing to do with teaching poetry here or there (I can say 

with at least some confidence the average Wayne State student is more 

comfortable with the words “now, we’re going to write some poems” than a 

Miami one), intro-level classes everywhere are filled with learners who 

approach poetry with unfamiliarity, hesitancy, or even outright hostility. 

Because students tend to lack the expectation of understanding, you have to 

teach the student not the sonnet, you have to start early, and you have to cast 

wide.  
 


