
12 Tips for Teaching Slam Poetry
Slam Poetry, or “Spoken Word” poetry engages and challenges students to express themselves in a clear, 

authentic, and ear-catching way.  Your goal as a teacher should be to take students on a self-reflective journey 

that ends with peer-recognition as they share their heartfelt words with each other.  

After teaching slam poetry for several years, I’d like to share what I’ve learned via a quick “this, not that” format.  
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“This” Not “That”

Take time (even if  it’s just for a day) to help students explore and understand 

slam poetry as an art form and why it is growing in popularity. 

Tip:  Have students explore “spoken word” as a natural extension of  oral 

storytelling tradition. Watch Phil Kaye’s “Why We Tell Stories” 

Q:  How did “spoken word” or “slam” poetry originate?  

Q: What is the difference between “spoken word” and “slam” poetry?

Skip the context and jump 

right into the writing of  

slam poetry.  After all, you 

only have so much time...

Take time to help students understand what slam poetry is and is not.  
• You could use a quick sorting activity.  (Psssst...I’ve included a free one at the end 

of  this post.)

• Watch Sarah Kay’s “If  I Should Have a Daughter”

The goal here is to address misconceptions and stereotypes associated with slam poetry and come to 

a new, deeper, collective definition of  slam poetry as a jumping off  point for student inquiry and 

writing.  

Here are the top five misconceptions I hear from my students: 

1. It’s all about the speaker. 

2. Only interesting people are slam poets.

3. Slam poetry has to be “in your face.”

4. Slam poetry has to be sad or angry. 

5. Slam poetry is like a rap battle.

Assume that students 

already know what slam 

poetry is. After all, it’s not 

that hard to Google it.

Take time to help students learn/review and teach literary and poetic terms to each 

other.  

• Have students identify these devices in professional and student slam poetry and 

analyze the impact of  the stylistic choices.

• Emphasize that it’s not about the quantity of  the devices, but about the quality and 

impact of  them in one’s writing. 

Tell students to use a 

certain number of  poetic 

and literary devices without 

review and practice.

Take time to help students explore possible topics and stories.  Some students will 

know right away what they want to write about (but may still benefit from exploring 

other less obvious options). Some students will need help generating a topic.  A 

great topic is: 

1. Interesting

2. Personally meaningful

3. Story-driven

Tell students to “come 

tomorrow with a topic” for 

a slam poem. 
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“This” Not “That”

Create opportunities for student-centered talk, analysis, and response to 

slam poetry.

The beauty of  slam is that it is a visual, verbal feast.  I’ve found that, for in-

class analysis of  slam poetry, it helps to have students preview the poem and 

quick chat focused on “likes/dislikes,” “author’s message,” and/or “dominant 

images and impressions” before digging deeper. 

Multiple readings of  the poem, with the ability to annotate a hard copy of  the 

text will help students to appreciate and respond to the poem in different ways.  

There is a time and a place for a deep dive into a poem, but I would limit this 

to 1-3 poems you have hand-picked for their interest and literary merit.  Try to 

flip the close reading to the students in a way that is not “sit and get” – jigsaw 

and ask groups to present different poems to the class, make an infographic or 

mind map to deconstruct a poem, engage in a collaborative discussion, color-

code the text, etc.  

“Kill” the joy with too much 

teacher-directed talk and 

analysis.

Help students to explore and workshop at least two different topics.  OR, you 

could have students write two poems with different angles/approaches to the 

same topic.  Why? 

• Writing practice

• Workshopping/peer review opportunity – this increases student comfort 

level with sharing prior to their ending slam performance.

• Self-reflective opportunity, i.e. which one is the “best” and why? 

Have students write about only 

one poem / one topic.

As students work their writing muscles, trying on different types of  slam poetry 

and different topics from their top ten lists, use a writer’s workshop approach 

which involves modeling, discussion of  student samples, and sharing of  

student writing.  This student sharing is really important to help students build 

trust and confidence prior to the final slam poetry performances, and students 

often end up revising and adding to one of  their writing exercise poems for 

their final product.

Save the sharing of  student 

writing for the final all-class

poetry slam.

Model effective feedback for students, make sure that they know what the skill 

looks like in effective exemplars, and create a lot of  peer sharing opportunities.  

A simple formula that can be used is 1+1 feedback.  

• 1 specific question, personal response, or praise

• 1 specific observation and suggestion for improvement

Tell students to “peer edit” 

without explicit instruction and 

modeling.

Teach students to be independent and self-reflective as writers.  Model what

revision looks like and sounds like.  Write alongside the students and talk them 

through your revision process.

Revise/edit the students’ slam 

poems for them or point out 

everything that should be fixed.  
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“This” Not “That”

There is plenty of  opportunity to build writing skills with targeted, skill-based 

instruction.  I like to teach using short mini lessons (so that students have 

plenty of  opportunity for in-class writing) focused on idea development, 

diction, figurative language, sentence structure/organization, to name a few.  

• Show students samples of  your own writing or ask them for feedback.

• As you move around the room, find really excellent examples to spotlight 

and ask students why they work so well.  

• Seize teachable moments.  

• Give students ONE specific something to work on at a time.  

• On workshop days, I will have three categories posted on the board when 

students walk in (i.e. work on line division, get rid of  unnecessary pronouns 

& passive voice, writing workshop), and they sign themselves up for the 

day’s work.  I usually use Google Classroom to post resources and tasks, and 

have students complete a question on classroom as their “ticket out the 

door” which asks them to provide an example of  purposeful revision and 

discuss how it improves their draft, what their next steps are, and what 

questions they still have.  

Let students write whatever 

and however they want without 

solid writing lessons (or mini-

lessons).

You’ll definitely want to give students time to practice and rehearse.  I like to 

give students at least one full day in class to do this, and keep them moving and 

practicing the entire time.  

• Have students find a buddy, exchange cell phones, and record each other 

performing (you need space for this).  Then, students watch, reflect, and try 

again.

• Put students in groups of  3-4.  Set clear expectations for rehearsal.  Here are 

my rules:  

• Everyone participates

• After a performance, the group must come to a consensus as to the 

#1 area for improvement (i.e. facial expression doesn’t match poem’s 

tone). 

• The speaker will go again...until s/he has smoothed out the #1 area 

for improvement.

• Repeat the cycle, giving another round of  feedback to each performer.  

Fail to give students speaking 

practice prior to the final 

performance. 

From the beginning, I think that the teacher sets the tone for slam poetry with 

his or her own level of  excitement, writing and sharing, and organization of  the 

final slam performances.  I try, in my class, to make this as much as possible like 

a live slam poetry competition with the opportunity for scoring and audience 

involvement.  I have tried pulling random students as “judges” and having them 

hold up scores for each performance which works; however, I like even to 

involve every student as a judge and determine a class “champion” in a 

democratic way.  Another option is to treat the final performances like a live 

poetry reading event, dimming the lights, and allowing students to snap their 

appreciation and drink warm beverages (coffee, tea, hot chocolate).  

Have students perform their 

slam poems, but fail to make 

the day and the environment 

authentic.
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