
T223: In This Together: Teacher-Poets Building
Community Within & Beyond the Classroom
Artistic and Professional Development
3:20-4:45 pm / Thursday, March 24, 2022
115AB Pennsylvania Convention Center (100 Level)

Moderator:
Donna Vorreyer is the author of To Everything There Is (2020), Every Love Story is an
Apocalypse Story (2016) and A House of Many Windows (2013), all from Sundress
Publications. Her work appears or is forthcoming in Ploughshares, Waxwing, Poet Lore,
Cherry Tree, Salamander, Harpur Palate, and other journals. Recently retired from 36
years in public education, she lives in the suburbs of Chicago where she serves as an
associate editor for Rhino Poetry and hosts the monthly online reading series A
Hundred Pitchers of Honey.

Panelists:
● Joan Kwon Glass is the author of Night Swim (winner of the 2021 Diode

Editions Book Contest), the micro chapbook Bloodline (winner of 2021 Harbor
Review Washburn Prize), and the chapbooks How to Make Pancakes for a Dead
Boy (Harbor Editions, 2022) and If Rust Can Grow on the Moon (Milk & Cake
Press, 2022).  She serves as Poet Laureate (2021-2025) for the city of Milford,
Connecticut, is Poetry Co-Editor for West Trestle Review, and Poetry Reader for
Rogue Agent. Joan’s work explores trauma, grief, memory, motherhood, and
recovery. She is a mixed-race (hapa) Korean American who grew up in Michigan
and South Korea, and she �nds inspiration in the writings of Rachel McKibbens,
Lucille Clifton, Eugenia Leigh, Margaret Atwood, Anne Sexton, and Ellen Bass.
Since 2018, her poems have been nominated multiple times for the Pushcart
Prize and for Best of the Net.
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https://www.diodeeditions.com/authors/joan-kwon-glass
https://www.smallharborpublishing.com/chapbooks/how-to-make-pancakes-for-a-dead-boy
https://www.smallharborpublishing.com/chapbooks/how-to-make-pancakes-for-a-dead-boy


● Matthew E. Henry (MEH) is the author of Teaching While Black (Main Street
Rag, 2020), Dust & Ashes (Californios Press, 2020), and the Colored page
(Sundress Publications, 2022), and the editor-in-chief of The Weight Journal.
MEH has been nominated for multiple Pushcarts and Best of the Nets. His
poetry and prose appear and are forthcoming in Barren Magazine, Frontier
Poetry, Massachusetts Review, The New Verse News, New York Quarterly, Ninth
Letter, Ploughshares, Porcupine Literary, Shenandoah, Solstice, The Windhover,
Zone 3, and elsewhere. MEH is an educator who received his MFA from Seattle
Paci�c University, yet continued to spend money he didn’t have completing an
MA in theology and a PhD in education from other institutions. You can �nd
him at www.MEHPoeting.com writing about education, race, religion, and
burning oppressive systems to the ground.

● Ashley M. Jones is Poet Laureate of the state of Alabama (2022-2026). She holds
an MFA in Poetry from Florida International University, and she is the author of
Magic City Gospel (Hub City Press 2017), dark / / thing (Pleiades Press 2019),
and REPARATIONS NOW! (Hub City Press 2021). Her poetry has earned
several awards, including the Rona Ja�e Foundation Writers Award, the Silver
Medal in the Independent Publishers Book Awards, the Lena-Miles Wever Todd
Prize for Poetry, a Literature Fellowship from the Alabama State Council on the
Arts, the Lucille Clifton Poetry Prize, and the Lucille Clifton Legacy Award. She
was a �nalist for the Ruth Lily Dorothy Sargent Rosenberg Fellowship in 2020,
and her collection, REPARATIONS NOW! was on the longlist for the 2022
PEN/Voelcker Award for Poetry. Her poems and essays appear in or are
forthcoming at CNN, POETRY, The Oxford American, Origins Journal, The
Quarry by Split This Rock, Obsidian, and many others. She teaches Creative
Writing at the Alabama School of Fine Arts and in the Low Residency MFA at
Converse University. Jones co-directs PEN Birmingham, and she is the founding
director of the Magic City Poetry Festival. She recently served as a guest editor for
Poetry Magazine.
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https://www.mehpoeting.com/teaching-while-black
https://www.mehpoeting.com/dust-and-ashes
https://www.mehpoeting.com/the-colored-page
https://www.theweightjournal.com/
https://www.hubcity.org/books/poetry/magic-city-gospel
http://pleiadespress.org/books/dark-thing/
https://www.hubcity.org/books/poetry/reparations-now
https://backbonepress.org/2018-lucille-clifton-poetry-prize/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/harriet/2020/08/announcing-the-twenty-two-finalists-for-the-2020-ruth-lilly-and-dorothy-sargent-rosenberg-poetry-fellowships
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/harriet/2020/08/announcing-the-twenty-two-finalists-for-the-2020-ruth-lilly-and-dorothy-sargent-rosenberg-poetry-fellowships
https://pen.org/pen-america-chapter-birmingham-al/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine


● Leah Umansky has been an English teacher for 15 years and has taught
workshops to writers of all ages in such places as The Poetry School (UK), and
Hudson Valley Writers Center as well as Memorial Sloan Kettering’s Visible Ink
Program. She is also the author of two full-length collections, The Barbarous
Century (2018) and Domestic Uncertainties, (Blazevox, 2012), and two
chapbooks, Straight Away the Emptied World (Kattywompus Press, 2016), and
the Mad-Men inspired Don Dreams and I Dream , (Kattywompus Press,
2014).Her writing has been widely published in such places as The New York
Times, The Academy of American Poets’ Poem-A Day, USA Today, POETRY,
Guernica, and American Poetry Review. She has been the host and curator of the
NYC based poetry series COUPLET, since 2011 and is a graduate of the MFA
Program in Poetry at Sarah Lawrence College.

Event Description:
Community is integral to a poet’s work, development, and identity. Poets who are
K-12 teachers often struggle to access the larger literary community and must �nd
new ways of building support networks and seeking creative opportunities, often
doing so through their teaching practice. Five poets discuss how to cultivate
strong connections to the larger poetry world, while using poetry to foster more
caring communities for their students, many of whom carry literary aspirations of
their own.

Moderator’s Introduction:
● Welcome attendees — both those in person and those joining by Zoom.
● Share a brief overview of the panel, what motivated us to create this panel,

and what we hope to accomplish by sharing and interacting with one
another and with members of the audience.
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http://www.leahumansky.com/don-dreams-and-i-dream/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/27/at-home/golden-shovel-poetry.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/27/at-home/golden-shovel-poetry.html
https://poets.org/poem/desire-even-time-tyrant
http://www.usatoday.com/story/popcandy/2014/04/10/mad-men-poetry/7545025/
https://www.facebook.com/COUPLETREADINGSERIES/


● Introduce each panelist using an abbreviated biography, one that highlights
their work as an educator — perhaps even a preliminary note about their
identity as educator-poets.

Opening Readings:
Each panelist will read a poem (or something else short) that relates to teaching or
which features our students. (Panelists will read in alphabetical order, with
moderator going last):

1. Joan’s piece.
2. Matthew’s piece: “an open letter for back to school night”
3. Ashley: “Teaching J to Read” or “Poem In Which I Am Too Political To

Read At Your School”
4. Leah’s piece.
5. [Optional: Donna’s piece] “After Visiting the Mummy…”

Discussion Topics & Questions:
1. Teachers of K-12 students encourage creative risk-taking, support our students in

times of doubt and failure, and build community in our classrooms to help them
navigate the world. However, since we ourselves are removed from the machine
and contacts of academia, we sometimes struggle to �nd those same supports for
our own creative lives. Where have you turned to �nd this support and how
could we foster better support systems for other creatives in the K-12
�eld?

2. One of the experiences K-12 teachers who are writers often share is the feeling
that they are somehow diminished or less than as creative writers in environments
where other writers are a�liated with an institution (University, Press, Literary
Organization, etc.). How has this manifested in your own experience, if at
all? What has helped you overcome it?
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3. Some of us have advanced degrees in writing (MFAs, etc.) and some of us do not.
If you have an MFA, do you feel like the community of your program was
harder to maintain due to your K-12 teaching role? Di�erent than your
program peers? If you do not have an MFA, did you have access to other
learning communities or mentors that helped you grow as a writer?
How have social media, readings, and other roles played into that building
of community?

4. Your e�orts to �nd and build community for yourself as a writer have surely
informed your community-building in your classroom. Do you feel that you
are a di�erent/better teacher because of your experiences as a writer? If
so, how? Do you feel that your teaching has informed your writing? If so,
how? In what ways have your e�orts to build community in your
classroom helped guide your e�orts to build your own writing
community?

Concluding Remarks + Q&A:
● Name some common themes, struggles, and initiatives that have emerged from

panelists’ remarks.
● Name some more unique, surprising challenges and ideas that have emerged.
● Then open up the conversation to the audience.

Optional (time permitting): Closing Poems
1. Leah
2. Ashley
3. Matthew
4. Joan

Gratitudes & Farewell
● Thank you for attending our panel.
● Well wishes.
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