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INTRODUCTION
In a previous essay I described Pongo’s approach to helping distressed youth to write therapeutically. There were two principal stages of that effort – accepting self-expression and jumpstarting creative flow. This essay addresses the second stage by describing techniques we use in one-one-one sessions with youth. There are three techniques that we will focus on here: (1) Taking Dictation, (2) Improvising a Poetic Structure, and (3) Using a Fill-in-the-Blank Poem. A later essay will describe other techniques, and also how we expand and adapt these techniques in group writing sessions.

PRINCIPLES FOR ONE-ON-ONE SESSIONS

We are working with some of the most distressed and inarticulate young people in our community, and we are helping them to heal through creative writing. This essay explains some of the techniques we use, but in order to apply the techniques properly, I’d like to provide the context of our core principles. These core principles inform the techniques we use:

· Our first principle as an organization is to always act in the best interests of the young people that we meet. In our relationships with youth, we are professional, safe, and mature.

· Our second principle is reflected in the way we accept self-expression, especially through listening. We show respect for young people, and also agencies and others with whom we work. 

· Our third principle is that, just as we are going into prisons, shelters, and hospitals to reach the most distressed youth in the community, we are always focused on the subset of our authors who are the most traumatized and inarticulate individuals at each site. Among our authors there will be people who are so upset that they have a hard time talking; who are cautious, fearful, or paranoid; who are limited in their cognitive or language skills; or who are overwhelmed by their confusion, anger, or neediness. Many of our authors have had horrible life experiences, and they are having difficulty coping. But our program is giving them a first opportunity to heal.

· Our fourth principle is to give distressed young people the opportunity to express themselves in a way that is personal, relevant, and therapeutic. We are always moving toward personal writing.

· Our fifth principle is to provide an expressive opportunity without being intrusive. We allow young people to express themselves at their own comfort level, whether or not their process leads to personal writing.

· Our sixth principle is to emphasize the poetic form and to help youth create complete poems in every session. Poems can be simple, but they also can include deep feeling, emotional complexity, and variety. In addition, a poem can be insightful, inspira​tion​al, language savvy, and very intelligent. The brevity of the poetic form is a great asset in the limited time we have to work with most of our authors.

· Our seventh principle is to provide as much support, and as little support, as necessary to allow the youth to be creative. Youth are allowed and encouraged to be creative in an independent, original way.

· Our eighth principle is to give the youth control over their creative work. Creative choices are the young people’s decisions, including the choice of whether or not to be published.

HOW WE INTRODUCE OURSELVES TO YOUTH

When we are working with youth one-on-one, our first step is to find young people who will sit down with us to talk and write. Historically the great majority of youth want to work with us, certainly this is the case as young people get to know our program better. As we explain and demonstrate what we do over time, youth learn very quickly that we care about their voices, and that we are helpful and safe.
When we introduce ourselves to a group of teens, looking for participants who will write with us, we explain that we are a poetry program and that we have an opportunity to work with some of them on their writing, and that we may be able to publish a book eventually. We then distribute free copies of our books to the youth, and we give them a chance to peruse the work. We ask them to identify a poem that they like from the book, and we invite them to read the poem aloud or to have us read their favorite poem aloud. We might read other poetry, as well. 

We explain to the teens that we can help them to write even if they have never written before. We explain to them that our mission is to have them write from the heart about who you are as a person. We explain to them that we don’t worry about spelling and grammar, that we believe honesty is the most important quality of good writing.
In this process we are welcoming toward all teens and very supportive of those who write already. We invite the writers to share their work with us and with the group. But when we are ready to invite individuals from the group to sit down with us, we do NOT ask who wants to write with us today. Instead, we ask the question, Who has never written poetry before? The person we especially want to reach is the quiet individual who is staring at us intently throughout our presentation, but who looks away when we ask her to participate. The person we especially want to reach is the talkative individual who makes a show for the group about his lack of interest in poetry.
Because we are at sites for months at a time, we build relationships with youth who might not want to work with us right away. They might be shy, quiet, doubtful, insecure, surly, or resistant. To these youth we patiently offer consistent encouragement to join us. If they refuse to work with us today, we might leave them with the comment: I’m going to check in with you next week. I’d really like to hear what you have to say.
I’ve summarized below a lot of the statements we use to explain ourselves to youth at the beginning and at different stages of the writing process. These statements encourage communication and participation, but they do not constitute a script that is said to every youth at every encounter. Rather, they are a set of messages that are we communicate as appropriate. These messages are also conveyed through our work. Some points, about what we are looking for in good writing, about the value of writing to a person’s life, and about the reality of publishing, are important to say every time. I have underlined some of the most important messages. Other messages might be expressed as needed.
1. [We believe in the value of what you have to say.] “We believe that people who have had difficult lives have important things to say.”
2. [We are interested in you and your life.] “We ask you to write from the heart about who you are as a person.”
3. [We are interested in truthfulness and not in judging you for correctness.] “We think that honesty is the most important quality of good writing. You shouldn’t worry about spelling and grammar. We can help you fix that, if necessary.”
4. [This is our statement of intention with publication.] “We want the people who read our books to understand teens better.”
5. [Writing about emotions is OK. This message doesn’t need to be stated every time. Young people will pick up on what we are about. The message can be conveyed through the writing we share as well as through our response to emotions that youth display in conversation.] “You seem angry at staff right now. That’s a good thing to write about, and we can help you.”
6. [We are interested in the writing that youth are already engaged in.] “Do you write? Do you have writing you’d like to share with us?”

7. [We don’t want you to feel pressured to write. It doesn’t have to happen.] “Would you like to write with us? Don’t worry if you haven’t written before? We can show you how. Don’t feel like you have to write something. We know that writing is difficult.”

8. [Look at other people’s writing, listen to this poem, what interests you?] “Here is a book of writing by young people that we published. Why don’t you browse through it and see if there’s anything in here that you like.”

9. [There is no pressure to keep our books, either.] “If you don’t want this book, just give it back to us. We’ll give it to someone else.”

10. [We want you to feel free to write in the way that is most comfortable for you. And we want you to have as little help, or as much help, from us as you need.] “There are different ways that we can go about writing at this time. You can take a pad and work on your own. Or you can talk to me [at a computer], and I can write your words down. You can go ahead with your own words and ideas, or I can help you come up with some if you want. What would you like to do?”
11. [What would you most like to write about?] “What’s on your mind right now?”
12. [We do not know you or your histories, and we do not know or assume what is going on in your head. But we can talk to you based on our experience working with other youth, with some understanding of what you might be experiencing. This message does not need to be stated every time, but it can be a very important message in certain situations. Young people with emotional problems may have paranoid ideas about us. We want to undercut these ideas.] “Just to be clear, as I suggest writing topics or show you poems, they are just ideas. I don’t know you, or your history, or what you’re thinking. You tell me what you’d like to write.”

13. [Writing about your life is OK. Young people may hint at problems that they want to write about, but may need our encouragement. This message only needs to be delivered occasionally. It is not our goal to lead young people to write only about certain difficult topics.] “We know that a lot of young people we’ve met have – been disappointed in adults, or felt let down by parents, or been exposed to violence, or found street life addicting, or used drugs to deal with pain, etc. You can write about that kind of thing if you want.”
14. [Will you give us permission to publish? We will explain and clarify the language on the permission form as much as possible.] “Will you fill out a permission form so that we can consider your poem for publication? Let me know if you’d like me to explain anything. The essential facts are…no money, you own your work, we can’t use your real name, etc.” It’s optional, but we’d like it if you filled out the quick survey on the back of the form.”

15. [Why don’t we use authors’ real names in our publications?] “In most of the places we work there are legal requirements that we must maintain our authors’ confidentiality. We also want our authors to feel free to write about anything that’s on their minds and to know that they can control who learns about what they wrote and how they feel.”

16. [This is your writing, always.] “You own your work, and you can change it or withdraw it from consideration at any time. Here are ways that you can communicate with us if we’re not around… through your teacher, a mailbox on site, the Pongo mailbox, etc.”

17. [We cannot guarantee that anyone’s writing is published, and the process is not a judgment on some people’s writing.] “We try very hard not to make promises that we can’t keep. We won’t be making decisions about what poems go in a book for months or even a year from now. There are a lot of reasons why we choose poems for a book that are unrelated to judging one poem as better than another poem. We always have to raise money to publish a new book. Also, creating a book is like creating a poem. We have to see what fits together. Also, sometimes people give us poems that are very similar. Variety is an issue as well. So even if we create a book, and we don’t choose your poem, it doesn’t mean your poem is not good.”

18. [We hope that you continue to write, especially as a tool to help you when times are rough.] “Do you think that you will write some more? You can always leave writing for us with your teacher. We’ll be happy to read it. I find that I write when something is bothering me. I find that it helps me. Do you think that you’ll do that, too?”
GUIDELINES/GOALS FOR ONE-ON-ONE SESSIONS

What do we expect out of our one-on-one sessions with youth? Among our principles, we are not emotionally intrusive, and we give the youth creative freedom and control. This might suggest that any creative product would fulfill the Pongo mission. In a sense this is true, in that our general support of youth writing is almost always valuable for them (except in the rare instances when youth are writing on certain destructive themes or for destructive effect). The Pongo program will always do good by producing youth writing.
On the other hand, we have a program that, when it’s implemented properly, allows traumatized youth to write about things that have been hard for them to talk about, topics of great emotional significance. Pongo’s work has healing power. We want to make sure that we are allowing that healing to happen.
An important goal to keep in mind is that the progress of a mentor’s work over time, in an individual session with a teen or with a group teens, should (1) help the most needy individuals and (2) move toward the personal and the poetic. 
Here are some guidelines, based on Pongo’s work in juvenile detention, that will allow you to evaluate whether or not your Pongo work with teens is reaching its potential:
· About 100% of the time, your authors should enjoy the creative process and feel encouraged. 

· About 35% of the time, your author should be someone who has never written a poem before.

· About 85% of the time, your authors should be writing on personal themes.

· About 30% of the time, your authors should be writing about events they have had a hard time talking about previously.

· About 10% of the time, your authors may describe very dramatic and emotional moments.

· About 15% of the time, your authors may write about feelings that seem personal but that are fairly superficial, such as writing about hating detention or writing about boyfriends.

· About 10% of the time, your authors may be stuck or bored or limited in their creative output.

· About 2% of the time, your authors may seem unstable or self-destructive and should be referred to a mental health professional.

· About 90% of the time, your authors should write two or more creative pieces in a 45 minute session.
· About 100% of the time, at least one of your author’s creative pieces should be a poem.

· About 20% of the time, your authors may write independently.

· About 10% of the time, your authors may write something that is stunning for its originality.

OUR DRILLDOWN PROCESS

We are getting closer in this essay to explaining specific teaching techniques. But first I’d like to explain the process in which these techniques are applied. I call this a “drilldown process” because the techniques are applied strategically, in response to a young person’s need for (1) support, (2) an opportunity to express himself emotionally, and (3) poetic experience.

	Step
	Writing First Poem
	Choice of Technique

	  1
	When you sit down with a youth, explain that you can work together in many dif​ferent ways. Evaluate whether or not the youth is ready to write independent​ly, or if she would like to dictate to you, or if she is completely at a loss where to begin.
	

	  2
	If teen is ready to write on his own…
	Give the teen a pad and pen. Sit next to teen while he writes. Read or write yourself. Answer questions. Check in. Offer support. Be ready to help with a follow up poem.

	  3
	If teen would like to dictate a poem…
	Ask if teen has something on her mind. Respond quickly, starting dictation using the teen’s pre​liminary comments. Follow Taking Dictation technique, which may evolve into Improvising a Poetic Structure.

	  4
	If teen is in a particular emotional state or expresses specific issues, but has difficulty beginning…
	Follow the technique Improvising a Poetic Structure (this may also be dictated to you). For example, if a teen is worried about an upcoming court appearance, you could improvise a poem about what it’s like to feel worried, or a poem that imagines what might happen in court.

	  5
	If a teen is unemotional and unclear where to begin…
	Follow the technique Using a Fill-in-the-Blank Poem. Collaborate with the teen on this activity, helping him make choices, as necessary, and reading back to him his completed work.

	
	
	

	
	Writing Second Poem
	Choice of Technique

	  6
	For this next piece of writing in a writing session, you will want to consciously move toward more personal writing (without being intrusive) and toward a more poetic experience…
	

	  7
	If the teen’s first writing was original, personal, poetic…
	Continue in a similar way for the second poem.

	  8
	If the teen’s first writing was stereotypical, superficial, or not helpful…
	Suggest a different approach for the second poem. Encourage teen to “write from the heart about who you are as a person.” The new tech​nique may be Taking Dictation or it may be Improvising a Poetic Structure. If you are improvising a poetic structure, look for personal themes that emerged in the first piece of writing or through conversation with the teen.

	  9
	If you improvised a poetic structure for the first poem, and it was successful…
	Try doing it again and Improvising a Poetic Structure for the next poem.

	10
	If you used a fill-in-the-blank poem for the first poem…
	See if the youth now would like to write on her own, or if she has something on her mind that she would like to dictate to you.

	11
	If now, or at any point, you are at a loss for what to do next…
	Follow the technique Using a Fill-in-the-Blank Poem. Collaborate with the teen on this activity, helping him make choices, as necessary, and reading back to him his completed work.


FIRST TECHNIQUE: TAKING DICTATION
To help teens write, I believe that a mentor must begin with a willingness to listen to a teen and to value what the teen has to say. But after those qualities, mentors who offer the right kind of structured and supportive writing activities can help young people who have never done well at expressing themselves.

Taking dictation is a wonderful technique for offering this structure and support because it forces a mentor to listen and focus on the teen’s written work, and it provides the mentor an excellent context in which to help with ideas, questions, suggestions, and praise.

To me there is an important aesthetic behind this activity, however, because a mentor can so easily dominate this writing experience with questions and suggestions. The aesthetic is that a teen must be given every opportunity to create on his or her own. The mentor must be involved as little as necessary, but as much as necessary, to help the teen complete a poem or story. As an example, I don’t initiate dictation with a teen without first offering the teen an opportunity to write independently and privately.

For the teens who choose to dictate their thoughts to me, as many do, here’s an outline of the process:

1. A mentor can take dictation with a pad and pencil. In many settings there is no option. But it’s preferable to use a computer, if possible, so that a teen can read, change, and respond to words as they are transcribed (and so that a mentor doesn’t have to retype the poem later). 

2. The first question from a teen is often what to write about. This question may come up before a teen and the mentor even sit down to work together. I always assure people that that I can help them come up with ideas.

3. Before turning to pad and pencil (or computer) I will use the techniques described above in “How We Introduce Ourselves to Youth.” I will talk to the teen about whether he or she writes and what he or she writes about. I will also share some writing by other teens and ask the individual what pieces he or she likes. I will also explain the range of possible topics, from a love poem or a tribute, to a dream or a fantasy, to writing about an injustice or a personal experience. I will also explain my criteria for good writing – that it be honest and say something about who you are as a person. In other words, a mentor should present many models, ideas, and possibilities up front.

4. To begin, a good practice is to put the teen’s name and the date at the top of the page, to reinforce the sense of purpose. I then ask, “First, is there anything on your mind that you’d like to write about?”

5. If the teen starts talking, I start writing. The first line may be something hesitant or resistant or seemingly banal, such as “You don’t want to know about my dreams,” or “No one listens to me,” or “I don’t like being here.” It’s important to begin transcribing. Often a banal initial statement has profound emotions behind it. Also, writing down a teen’s words right away can easily slide into a creative process with the teen.

6. It is very important to frequently read people’s work back to them, even while the teens are creating, by taking advantage of natural pauses in the process. This reading reinforces what has been accomplished, stimulates new thought, and gives the teen an opportunity to make changes.

7. How do you turn a dictated narrative into a poem? A mentor should use line breaks to reflect inflections in the teen’s speech, pauses in recitation, and the mentor’s own sense of emotional emphasis.

8. If the teen gets bogged down, this is the mentor’s first opportunity to provide structure by suggesting writing ideas, based on how the session began. For example, if a teen is having a hard time continuing a poem about his mother, you might suggest:

Would you like to describe a favorite memory with her?
If you could give your mom a gift, what would it be?
Is your relationship with your mom complicated? Would you like to write about that?

9. If the teen is still having difficulty getting started, this is where the mentor can change tactics and move on to another technique, such as Improvising a Poetic Structure, described below.
10. If the teen starts dictating but then stalls, the mentor can begin a process of asking questions and making suggestions that are more and more specific.

What was your mom wearing when you went to the zoo?
What type of car would you like to give her? What color?
You say your mom was angry when you dropped out of school What did she say?
11. If necessary, a mentor can suggest actual lines, including a first line to help a teen begin. But it’s important to always directly query the teen and to assure him or her that the poem and the decision on every line belong to the teen, not to the mentor.

12. Once a beginning is made, if a teen needs help winding the poem out toward a conclusion, a mentor can use questions and suggestions to provide internal organizations of different types.

Make lists (“What other qualities does your mom have?”)
Ask for detail (“What color interior would your mom’s car have?”)
Move ahead chronologically (“What happened after your mom left?”)
Suggest situations (“If your dad knew what happened, what would he have said?”)
Suggest images (“Are there poetic images that come to mind for the zoo trip – Did you feel bright like the tropical bird or dark like a bear’s cave or ???”)
Ask for feelings (“How did you feel when your mom kicked you out of the house?”)

13. A very important stage in the writing process is to identify, suggest, or articulate an ending. It’s the ending of a poem that represents its ultimate resolution, and hence its meaningful insight for the teen who is dictating. It is especially important at this stage, even if you have to help with a poem’s ending, that you check in with the teen to make sure that the ending is a reflection of his or her feelings

“I wish my mom and I had more trips to the zoo, more trips together.”
“My mom deserves the gifts I give her, especially the gift of love.”
“When does anger stop, and a new life begin?”

14. When the writing is done, a mentor should read it aloud again and give the teen every opportunity to make corrections and changes. It’s important to connect with the teen about the work and find out the teen’s opinion and level of satisfaction with the writing. Without being forced or insincere, a mentor should compliment the teen on the effort and on appropriate aspects of originality, images, word choice, depth of feeling, thoughtfulness. If a teen is willing, a mentor can encourage the teen to share the work with others. A mentor should provide the teen with handsome copies of work, to keep and share.

15. Of course a mentor should always respect a teen’s discomfort and shyness and allow a teen to keep the written work private if desired. I can think of twice when teens were uncomfortable with what they wrote, and I erased their work at their request. To protect teens, a mentor might want sometimes to suggest or offer the option of privacy when a poem describes sensitive, personal experiences or feelings. In many cases, a mentor should check back with a teen later, or the next day, to talk about the writing experience.

I’ve enclosed examples of two dictated poems below:

THE OTHER PIECE OF ME, “MY FATHER”

(dictated by Baby Chicken, age 13)

He was a nice person,

but he had problems.

He really disappointed me when

he had said, “Don’t come home.”

“No matter what you do, don’t come home.”

I didn’t go home. I was stranded at school.

And the lady who lived down the street

had taken me to her house.

The next day, I went back home,

and the house was empty, except for my room.

I didn’t go back to that lady’s house,

I stayed at my house by myself.

My dad left me money.

He left me a portfolio in his room,

next to the telephone, that had

my baby pictures, my birth certificate,

little things that I had given him when I was younger,

and a letter to me, saying

“I don’t mean to hurt your feelings,

but I care for you a lot, and I’m sorry that I couldn’t be there

to take care of you, and I love you very deeply,

and I hope one day you can forgive me.”

That’s the letter. I was eleven.

I stayed in the house, by myself, until the landlord came

and kicked me out. So I went back to that lady’s house,

and I stayed there for about three months and then went

back to group homes.

That’s what I get for being a bad kid I guess.

But when people neglect you and abandon you,

it’s hard to treat them with respect.

THE BATTLE BETWEEN GOOD AND EVIL

(dictated by Tony, age 15)

I’m good and evil.

God tells me to do good.

But the devil tells me to do evil.

I could flip.

I could flip.

But I’m calm right now.

I could beat someone’s ass in here.

But God’s telling me to be good.

If I be kind to m_____f____rs,

someone take my kindness for a weakness.

If I’m good and go to church,

the devil will put thoughts in my homeboys’ heads

to take me out.

The devil scarred my family.

The devil took me when I was four or five

and was taken away from my mother.

I was taken to some strange people

that I’d never seen before.

It was a whole different life style.

I’m from the ghetto, and they took me to Kent

which was hella far to me.

The people weren’t bad, they were Christians,

they had church in the house.

After a while I started liking the people

and was going to be adopted.

My CSO officer told me I would never see

my mother again.

I started crying, I told her I wanted to go back.

Then they brought me back to this m____f____r

to Seattle

another foster home.

This is just one scar.

SECOND TECHNIQUE: IMPROVISING A POETIC STRUCTURE

Like the techniques of taking dictation and using a fill-in-the-blank poem, the technique of improvising a poetic structure can be used to make sure that a distressed teen has a successful writing experience every time he or she sits down with Pongo.
Although choosing and setting up a poetic structure calls for some creativity and sensitivity on the part of the mentor, it is not a difficult process to set up a poem in this way. Many basic structures, including the structures highlighted below, have content that develops naturally, such as Wishes (“What do you wish for?”), Lists (“Let’s list your goals in life”), Memories (“What are your strongest memories of your dad?”), etc. A mentor can make such a poetic structure particularly relevant for a teen if the mentor is sensitive enough to choose a design that is based on a discovered truth – a teen’s neediness, an emotion, a significant loss, etc.
As in the process of taking dictation, a mentor may need to help a teen complete a poem by asking questions and making suggestions. For example, one poetic structure that can always be guided to completion is a Wish Poem. (This concept was taken from the poet Kenneth Koch’s book on teaching writing called “Wishes, Lies, and Dreams.”) This poem begins with the title “Wish Poem” and has a first line of “I wish.” Then the mentor asks what the teen would wish for. If a teen has a hard time talking, the mentor might ask questions and make suggestions that become increasingly specific, as necessary:
What would you wish for? (A thousand dollars.)
What would you buy with the money? (A lot of candy)

What kinds of candy? (Jolly Ranchers, etc.)
Maybe you’d like to be the Candy King. (Yes) 

Would your kingdom be made of candy?

What would your kingdom be like?

In this example, the mentor would write down the teen’s words, with collaborations, as follows, to create a poem:

WISH POEM

by Noah

I wish I had a thousand dollars

I’d buy a lot of candy

Jolly Ranchers, gum, Daffy Taffys,

Airheads, Tootsie Rolls, Snickers,

Milky Ways, Skittles, M&Ms,

Mombas, KitKats, sodas,

I’d be the Candy King

My country would be all chocolate

As described in the process for taking dictation, a mentor may then have to be skilled in helping a teen wrap up a poem, to reach an appropriate resolution and conclusion. In the case of this “Wish Poem” by Noah, which describes his Candy Land, the boy started to write about chocolate gangsters and chocolate policemen who were shooting one another. He could not extricate himself from a chaotic and frightening situation. To help him reach a conclusion for his poem, I took an active role. I reminded him that he was the Candy King. He could change things. What would he do? Noah decided that he would tell the police to leave his chocolate land:
I’d be the Candy King
My country would be all chocolate

You could take a bite out of crime

You could bite the police

There’d be chocolate flowers you could eat

My chocolate land would be bad

There be bad people with 22s, machine guns,

shooting the chocolate police

But I’m the Candy King

I’d just tell the police to leave

my chocolate land

Here is a list of ten poetic structures that writing mentor could use, with some comments or examples to illustrate their implementation.
Wish Poem: Described above

List Poem: I chose this structure with a young man who acted very confused and seemed affected by medications. He referred to complications in his life, but had difficulty focusing. I suggested the title, and then asked the author to list his life’s complications, which we discussed and wrote down individually. I took a strong hand in focusing on one complication at a time.
LIFE’S COMPLICATIONS

by Jeff (age 13)

One complication

Is not having a parent there

Having to live on my own

Having to take care of myself

Another complication

Trying to get over a drug that

Can kill me…

Poetic-Imagery Poem: If a teen can articulate a feeling, you can help her create a successful poem using poetic imagery. She may need a series of examples to help her understand what you are looking for and to start her thinking. For example, if a teen is angry, does she feel like a bomb ready to explode, or like a monster ripping up a city, or like cornered rat, or ???? Here is an excerpt from a poem about loneliness.
NOT FEELING CARED FOR

by Larissa (age 16)

I feel alone

Like a deer that’s just been born

But its mom died

Like the only flower

In a field

Like a pool of water

In the middle of the desert

I feel deserted

Like an open piece of candy on the shelf

…

I feel the need for love

A squeeze of lemon in my glass of water

…

Emotion Poem: Many distressed teens have strong emotions. These can be the subject of very relevant poems that effectively address feelings, reactions, and causes of a particular emotional state. A poem about anger can ask one or all of these questions: What is it like to feel angry? What happens to you when you’re angry? What are the causes of your anger? The answer to each question might include detailed anecdote or poetic imagery. In the excerpt below, the poem ends by repeating its first line, which raises an essential question within the poem – Why is it that “My anger is a mystery to me”?

MY ANGER IS A MYSTERY TO ME

by Damien (age 14)

My anger is a mystery to me

Sometimes when I get angry

I don’t realize it

I just go after people

I use drugs to calm me down

I just need to smoke a cigarette

Sometimes when I get angry

I feel like the world is out to get me

…

…

My anger is a mystery to me

Chronology / Memory Poem: The author is this example is a homeless teen. She had already written a great deal with me on other days, and was short of ideas during this session. I asked her to proceed step-by-step through a series of memories – “I remember when I was 5,” “I remember when I was 6,” etc. There is an excerpt from her poem, below. The poem naturally captures a process in which her life went downhill. The last stanza (not included here) wraps up the poem by describing her life today. At fifteen years old, she feels “tired” and ready to make a change.
EARLY MEMORIES
by Monica (age 15)
…

I remember
I was 6

and everybody in my first-grade class

got the chicken pox.

For a month

there were no more than two kids in class.

I learned to block out

the itch with my mind.

I really got good at it,

and I still do it today.

…

Sensory Poem: A mentor can help a teen to write about an event by structuring a poem based on sensory experiences. In the example below, I used a sensory structure for teens in a therapy group on traumatic grief (inside a juvenile rehabilitation facility). Each stanza asked the author to describe a different experience associated with a traumatic death. I’ve included an excerpt from a poem here. I helped the boy end the poem by creating a last stanza about The way I feel today. When this boy finished the poem below, his counselor said it was the most she heard him talk in a year.
WHEN DEATH COMES SUDDENLY
by Ron (age 13)
…

The things I’ve heard

Gunshots. It wasn’t really loud because they were right in front of me. More than 100 shots from automatic weapons. They shot the whole car up. Plus my cousin got shot 15 times.

The things I’ve touched.

I held his hand. He lived for three hours when he got fixed up. His hand was soft, clean. And I had a flashback at the time. I could have died.
…
What-If Poem: Many teens find themselves in dire circumstances. The structure of “What If” can be very relevant, or at least interesting, for a teen. Here are several lines from one teen’s poem.
WHAT IF ALCOHOL
by Antoine (age 17)
If alcohol was never invented

People would remember what crimes they committed

…
If alcohol was never invented

Children wouldn’t grow up to be alcoholics
…
If alcohol was never invented

I would never have to feel guilty or have regrets
…
Here are some examples of What If questions that could be turned into poems;

What if you didn’t have to be here now?

What if you woke up and this was all a dream?

What if alcohol was never invented?
What if there was no TV?
What if there was a community center on every corner, open 24/7?
What if people were loved as much as they should be?
What if mothers and fathers always listened to their kids?
What if kids ran their families?
What if you could have anything you wanted?

Repeated-Line Poem: Sometimes a teen may start to dictate her thoughts, but stall. You may recognize resonance in one line that she said, though. And you can make that strong line the basis for a new poem by repeating it, and asking the teen to fill in the blanks between the repeated line. The new poem might have both thematic power and rhythm. Here is an excerpt from a poem that repeats a line:
WHOSE FAULT WAS

by Amber

…

We don’t talk to each other enough


Whose fault was that

But isn’t she my mother


Whose fault was that

She was never there for me


Whose fault was that

She lied a lot in the past


Whose fault was that

But I think she tries hard


Whose fault was that

…

Good/Bad Poem: Many of our authors have topics to express that are also difficult to approach directly because of their power or because of mixed feelings. You can help the teen to write by allowing her to paint different sides of an issue, such as the good and the bad. For example, a teen might want to write about her mom, but feel stymied by conflicted feelings. You can help her by generalizing the experience to Mothers as a group, and then asking her to write a good thing about mothers and a bad thing about mothers in an alternating pattern. Here is an excerpt of a poem by a young woman in the state psychiatric hospital:
GOOD EXPERIENCE / BAD EXPERIENCE

by Rebecca (age 14)

A good experience – I learned

not to lean back in chairs

…

A bad experience – With

hurting people

…

A good experience – Trying to learn

to dance

…

A bad experience – Hurting myself

…

Question Poem: Sometimes a teen is so conflicted and confused that it is difficult for him to write anything that expresses a point of view. You can facilitate an interesting poem by explaining that a person doesn’t always need the answers in life. Sometimes it’s important to articulate the questions. Here is an excerpt from a poem of questions:
QUESTIONS
by Lewis (age 19)
…

Why is the real world such a burden?

How will I ever be respected?

Why am I in so much pain?

Why did I never get in touch with my emotions?

…

Of course there is an endless variety of options for improvised poetic structures. A few more structures are Self-Portrait, What People Don’t Understand About Me, My Strengths, Someone I Love, etc.
THIRD TECHNIQUE: USING FILL-IN-THE-BLANK POEM
This third technique is very important when we work with the least experienced, least outgoing, and least able writers. Though it is listed here in third place, it is actually the first technique you will use for many individuals.

In cases when this technique is necessary, your role in the one-on-one session is to go through the process of completing one of these poems with the teen. As you will notice in the examples of fill-in-the-blank poems that follow, each activity begins with a completed poem. Read the poem to the teen. Then, after that poem, you will notice that there is a version of the poem with blank spaces. Most of the blanks offer several suggestions for the would-be writer. At each blank, read the suggestions and offer your own. When the teen chooses content for the blank space, write his ideas down. As always in our one-on-one process, read the poem back to the teen periodically to reinforce and inspire the work that you are doing together. Finish the poem and evaluate whether the teen is ready to try a different process next, such as working on his own, dictating a poem, or completing a poem whose structure you have improvised.
NOTE: As part of your Pongo volunteer commitment, we are asking you to try creating your own fill-in-the-blank poems. Please write a poem each week on the theme that your project leader suggests. (Some possible themes are: questions about life, survival, my strengths, assumptions that people make, forgiveness, gifts, holidays, the way life rolls, loneliness, home, etc.) When you write your own poem each week, you will turn it into a fill-in-the-blank exercise by following the models attached. Please include name space, date space, activity title, instructions, completed poem. Then follow that beginning with more instructions and a fill-in-the-blank version of the original. Put your own name on the completed activity. For example, here is the format to use:
PONGO TEEN WRITING ACTIVITY

Name: 

Date:

ROSES ARE RED

The purpose of this writing activity is to tell someone what you think of them, in a poem. Read the example below and then complete the writing exercise that follows.

Roses are red

Violets are blue

Sugar is sweet

And so are you!
Fill in the blanks in the poem below. Use the words suggested or choose your own words to communicate your thoughts as clearly and powerfully as you can. Feel free to add lines of your own, to remove lines, or to change words to fit your purpose.

_____________ (bananas, cherries) are __________________ (yellow, red)
Violets are blue

_____________ (garbage, a rock concert) is ___________________ (gross, noisy)

And so are you!





(Writing activity by Richard Gold)
Several examples are included below.
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