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Chapter 2: Writing Activities for the Inner Curriculum 
 
 

 
 
 
The language arts are particularly well suited for the inner curriculum, as assignments 

and activities here can easily be designed to encourage students to look inward. Writing not only 
shapes thinking, but can also be used to help identify feelings and reoccurring life patterns. 
 

INNER CURRICULUM WRITING PROMPTS 
Your students will be more motivated to write and take greater pride and ownership in 

the final product if they are able to choose their writing topics. Sometimes you may need to use 
writing prompts to stimulate a particular thought or direction, but these prompts should always 
invite students to describe their experiences, feelings, ideas, or perceptions. The inner curriculum 
writing prompts in Figure 2.1 can be used to this end. These prompts focus on both interpersonal 
and intrapersonal elements. 
 
Figure 2. 1. Inner curriculum writing prompts. 
1. Make a list of heroes or people you look up to. What are some traits that they have?  
2. Describe a safe place. Describe a place that doesn’t feel safe. 
3. Describe a safe time. Describe a time that didn’t feel safe. 
4. Make a list of people who have hurt you. Why do you think they acted as they did? 
5. Make a list of people who think you may have hurt them in some way. Are they right? 
6. When have you asked for help? 
7. When have you helped? 
8. List ten events in your life. Order them from (a) most to least important, (b) sad to happy, (c) exciting to  
boring, (d) safe to risky.  
9. You are leaving something in your life--a place, a stage, or a period. What is it? What will come next? 
10. You are/will be starting something new in your life. What is it? 
11. What is your secret power? 
12. What special talents do you have? 
13. When or where do you feel alone? 
14. When or where do you feel apart from others? 
15. Make a list of things you would like to do. What does this list tell you about you? 
16. What are some things you’ve outgrown? 
17. What are some activities that used to be fun but aren’t any more? 
18. Describe a goal for you life. What are some things you will need to do to achieve your goal? What are 
some things you can do right now? What things might get in the way of accomplishing this goal? 
19. Describe the most beautiful thing you have every seen. If you can’t, describe a very beautiful thing you 
have encountered. Use words or pictures. 
20. Describe or list three objects that are important to you. What do these say about who you are? 
21. Shadow side: What feelings or parts of your personality do you try to keep hidden? Draw a picture or 
create a character that has some of the traits of this hidden side.  
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22. Doing and being: In the middle of a circle or shape, write something you did today or yesterday. On the 
outside of the circle, list dreams, feelings, ideals related to that thing. (Free association. Don’t think too 
much.) 
23. Describe villains you know of in real life, history, movies, books, or TV. What are their characteristics? 
Pick one characteristic that you sometimes see in yourself. 
24. What kinds of things make you happy? 
25. Describe a time when you were angry. 
 
Inner Curriculum Writing Prompts and the Writing Process 

Informally, the prompts in Figure 2.1 can be used with journal writing activities 
(described below). They can also be used with the five-step process writing approach described 
by Donald Graves (1983). These steps are:  

Step 1-Pre-writing.  At this stage, the goal is to generate ideas. Listing, brainstorming, 
outlining, silence, conversation with a neighbor, or power writing (described below) are all ways 
to generate ideas. What writers do before writing is just as important as what happens during the 
writing process. 

Step 2-Drafting.  Drafting is the writer’s first attempt to capture ideas on paper. Quantity 
is valued over quality. If done correctly, the draft is a rambling, disconnected accumulation of 
ideas. Most of the writing activities in the classroom involve just these first two steps. Only those 
“hot topics,” as Donald Graves calls them, or those drafts that students feel are interesting or of 
value, should be taken to the next step. In this way, students are making choices about their 
writing topics and are given a sense of autonomy about what they will say and how they will say 
it. 

Step 3-Revising.  This is the heart of the writing process. Here a piece is re-visioned and 
reshaped many times. The draft stage is like throwing a large blob of clay on the potter’s wheel. 
Revising is where you shape the blob, adding parts, taking parts away, and continually molding 
and changing. Here you look for flow and structure. Writers spend a lot of time re-reading 
paragraphs and moving things around. Again, not every draft should be taken to this stage. 
Graves recommends that students be given a choice about which of their drafts they want to take 
to the revision step. Generally, students find only about one in five drafts worthy of investing the 
mental and emotional energy necessary to revise and create a finished product. The rest of the 
drafts can be kept in a file folder as a junkyard for other writing ideas or included in a portfolio 
to document a student’s journey. 

Step 4-Editing.  This is the stage where the mechanics of writing are attended to. This is 
where grammar, spelling, and punctuation errors are corrected. Many writing ideas have been 
ruined by teachers who insist that Step 4 be Step 1 or Step 2. If writers are editing or worrying 
about mechanics at the pre-writing, drafting, and revising stages, the flow of ideas and the 
quality of writing will suffer. Precious brain space that is devoted to generating and connecting 
ideas will instead be utilized to worrying about writing mechanics. Writing is learning how to 
create and communicate meaning. When the mechanics of writing are seen as a means to more 
clearly communicating an idea, they are more readily learned.   

One last thing about the editing phase: Real writers edit their writing at the end. Real 
writers also rely on editors, spell check, and grammar check. In teaching your students to become 
authors and composers of authentic writing, teach them to approximate the writing process used 
by real writers. That is, set up peer editing groups and teach students how to use the grammar 
and spelling functions on a word processor. 



Andrew P. Johnson, Ph.D. 
Minnesota State University, Mankato 
www.OPDT-Johnson.com 
dr.andy@charter.net 
 

Step 5-Publishing.  This is where students’ writing is shared with an audience. Writing 
becomes real at this point. Publishing can involve putting together class books, collections of 
writing, school or class newspapers, school or class magazines, or displaying short samples of 
writing in the hall or out in the community. Writing experiences become even more powerful by 
having students read their work out loud in small groups, to another classmate, or in a large 
group setting. 
The Importance of Choice 

You should provide opportunities for students to select writing topics that they care 
about, topics that invite them to say what it is they want to say. This will create greater 
motivation to write, which will, in turn, improve students’ writing and communicating skills and 
result in a more interesting and engaged classroom.  

As a college professor, I remember sitting in my office one semester, forcing myself to 
slog through a pile of papers that I had assigned undergraduate students to write. It soon became 
apparent that my students cared little for the very specific writing topic that I had selected for 
them. They had as much interest in writing a meaningless paper to please the professor as I did in 
responding to their meaningless papers to please the students. It seemed as if the only thing this 
writing assignment accomplished was to create a situation where a whole lot of people spent a 
whole lot time doing something that created a whole lot of misery, just so I could have some sort 
of measuring device to use in sorting people into grading categories. A conservative estimate 
would be that it took me about 10 hours to read and respond to their 25 papers. I would guess 
that these 25 students spent an average of four hours each on their three to five page papers 
(although it was very clear that some spent considerably less). This is more than 110 hours of 
wasted humanity spent doing something we all detested, something that did not enable us to 
become better people or teachers, something that did not further the human condition.  

It took me awhile, but eventually I learned the following two writing-assignment 
strategies, both of which can be adapted to a K-12 setting: 

Writing assignment strategy #1 -- When assigning an expository paper, allow students 
to make choices within a given set of parameters. In my undergraduate Literacy Methods course, 
students were asked to select a topic related to developing literacy in their future classrooms. 
They were given a menu of possible writing ideas as well as the option of choosing their own 
idea with the approval of the instructor. They were given the following very minimal structure: 
Tell what it is (define), tell how it is used (describe), and then tell how you will use it 
(demonstrate). I call this 3-D writing. The papers were to be two to four pages long, but no more 
than five. Grading was based on four criteria: content, depth of thinking, organization and 
readability, and writing mechanics. 

The result of this was that students were able to find topics that were more meaningful to 
them than the one very narrow topic that I had assigned previously. Also, in reading them, I was 
able to see their teacher minds at work as they grappled with ideas and techniques that they 
might actually use in their classrooms.  

Writing assignment strategy #2 -- Include personal or reflective writing assignments as 
well as the more formal expository writing assignments. Similar to inner curriculum writing, 
students here tell their stories or describe their ideas or experiences. Theses types of assignments 
can then be connected to subject matter, or they can be used to teach students the process and 
mechanics of writing.  

In the Literacy Methods course above, the writing prompt was this: Tell me about a time 



Andrew P. Johnson, Ph.D. 
Minnesota State University, Mankato 
www.OPDT-Johnson.com 
dr.andy@charter.net 
 

when you were a less able learner. Describe a situation, whether in school, sports, music, dance, 
relationships, or some other area where you where you did not understand or learn. What were 
the circumstances? How did it make you feel? What did you do? What elements might be the 
same as a less able learner in your future classroom? 

The result of this assignment was that students were able to make some very real and 
poignant connections to the material they were reading in their texts related to less able literacy 
learners. They connected their very subjective feelings and experiences to the very objective 
material they were reading and thus, learned the material at a much deeper and more personal 
level. Also, this type of assignment allowed me to see beyond the faces that stared up at me each 
week in class, to see the very real person beyond the face. And, long after I forget their 
assignments related to lesson plans and the teaching of short vowel sounds, I remembered their 
stories. So you tell me, what is important? 
The Best Inner Curriculum Writing Prompts of All Time 

The four best inner curriculum writing prompts of all time are these: What do you want to 
say today? What did you notice? What are you feeling? What’s going on in your life? However, 
it often takes time before students are comfortable with these. Indeed, if they are accustomed to 
responding to or writing about only external writing prompts (what someone has told them to 
write about), the transition will take longer. At first, students may sometimes respond to one of 
these prompts by saying, “I don’t know what to write about?” The best response is, “That’s a 
great first line. Why don’t you go with that and see what happens next.” 
 
 JOURNAL WRITING 

The goal of the journal is to provide a place for students to record their thoughts, 
observations, or interesting ideas. It is to be a written version of their thinking space and thus 
should not be graded for spelling, mechanics, or content. The inner curriculum writing prompts 
in Figure 2. 1 can be used here.  
Responding to Journal Entries 

You can increase students' motivation to write and improve the quality of their writing by 
having other students respond to their journal entries.  This sort of feedback enables them to get a 
sense of how their ideas are being perceived by others. And responding to each other’s journals 
also allows students to experience bits of each other’s lives and emotions and thus, helps them to 
better understand each other.  

Students should always be given a choice as to which entries they want to share with 
others. Paper clips can be used to denote the specific entries to be read and responded to. 
Students will also need to be taught how to respond to each other’s journal entries. Responses 
should always be aesthetic in nature. An aesthetic response is when you describe the effect the 
writing has on your imagination, emotions, or associations. The aesthetic response questions in 
Figure 2.2 can be displayed in poster form some place in the room and used to teach students 
how to respond to the writing of others. Figure 2.3 shows an example of a journal entry with an 
aesthetic response below. An example like this should also be made available to students in 
poster form. After a couple of weeks, this kind of response will become very natural to students.  

An important reminder: Ideas should always be responded to with ideas. It is an insult to 
share something very personal and meaningful, only to have this acknowledged by some form of 
correction. It is sometimes hard for teachers to resist correcting spelling and grammar mistakes, 
but this takes away from the sacredness of this writing space. This does not mean that you ignore 
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the conventions of grammar, punctuation, and spelling; rather, they are seen as the last part of the 
writing process. Good writing is more than being error free. Good writing is expressing an idea 
in a way that is meaningful and easy to comprehend. 
 
 
                           Figure 2. 2. Questions that elicit an aesthetic response. 

1. What did it make you think about?  
2. What is something it reminded you of?  
3. What book, movie, TV show, or historical event is this like?  
4. What images were painted in your head as you read?  
5. What did you want to know more about?  
6. What is one idea that you liked?   
7. What were you feeling as your read this?  
8. What experience in your own life has triggered similar feelings or situations? 
 9. What events in your life are similar to those described?  
10. What do you want to say to the writer/author? 

  
 
 
Figure 2. 3. Journal excerpt with an aesthetic response. 

Student journal: Every Sunday for eight years, I took Don to church. The people that greeted him were 
either sympathetically saucy or somewhat distant and demeaning. Don was in his sixties, used a 
wheelchair, and was mentally retarded. He acknowledged others by slightly tipping his head down and 
motioned with his hand as if he was tipping a hat. When the collection plates came around, all the other 
members would put in their little money envelopes. When the plate came to Don, he would take out his 
wallet and dump everything in with great flourish and showmanship (pennies, nickels, dimes, quarters, 
dollars, and assorted tickets, cards, and other papers). Then he’d pound his wallet on the edge of the plate 
to make sure he’d gotten everything out. Around Easter, he’d always take along a few of his beloved 
jelly beans and toss them in as well.  
 
Once a year, the church would print a bulletin listing how much every individual had given that year. 
Don’s usually came out to be around eight dollars. He always had the lowest money figure. It always 
seemed like such a misrepresentation of his generosity and sense of duty. 
 
Aesthetic response: I loved this description! I can picture Don in my mind putting his money in the plate 
with great dignity and ceremony while everyone else sits quietly, staring straight ahead. What an 
interesting and noble figure. I would love to know more about his other encounters and how he deals 
with people in his life. What made you pick this scene? I like the term, sympathetically saucy. This is a 
very interesting character!! 
 

  
Using Journals 

One interesting and effective way to use journals is to have your students write in them 
first thing every day.  Mr. Peterson, a 3rd grade teacher in River Falls, Wisconsin has his 
students get their journals from the special journal space on the shelf as soon as school starts in 
the morning. (Journals are best kept on a designated spot and not in students’ desks. Desks can 
sometimes become black holes in which things are lost forever.)  His students know that they 
will be writing first thing in the morning every day.  This creates a writing awareness that gets 
them looking for interesting things to write about during the day, at home, and on their way to 
school.  Mr. Peterson often reminds his students that the journal is just a place to hold their ideas 
and not to worry about spelling or writing mechanics.  When he notices the writing energy 
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diminishing (usually after two to five minutes), students are asked to find a new friend to share 
their writing with. (The rule is that you cannot read the same friend’s writing twice during the 
same week.) In a short time, his students are engaged in an authentic writing activity, they are 
provided an audience for their writing, and they are able to listen and share with others the things 
that are going on in their lives. During the year, Mr. Peterson experiments, using groups of three 
and four students. 
 Journal can also be used with older students in specific academic subjects.  Ms. Topal 
bases a small part of students' grade on their journal entries in her ninth-grade history class.  To 
receive full participation points here, they simple have to make the required number of entries.  
And since middle and high school students are just as apt to forget or lose their journals as 
elementary students, she has students keep their journals in a box in her classroom (in a secure 
location).  She does not use the journal every day; however, on those days when she does, she 
lays them out on a table for students to pick up as they enter her classroom.  Students are asked 
to make personal connections to that day’s topic using five types of journal prompts.  

1. 3-I prompt. The 3-I prompt asks students to describe two to five interesting or 
important ideas that they will take with them from that class.  

2. Personal relevancy prompt.  This prompt asks students to pick an idea from class and 
describe how it affects or touches their lives.  

3. Personal metaphor prompt.  Here students are given a metaphor related to that day’s 
topic and asked to describe how it manifests itself in their lives. For example, after studying 
wars, students might be asked to describe a time when they were at war with themselves or 
somebody else or to describe a time when they experienced great conflict.  

4. Artistic prompt. The fourth type of journal prompt is the artistic prompt. Here, 
students are asked to draw a diagram or picture that describes something related to that day’s 
class. This allows students to use artistic and visual-spatial intelligence in coming to know and 
describe an idea from class. Students are also given the option of recording a song lyric, 
describing music, or composing poetry that might illustrate or enhance an idea from the class. 

5. Wide open prompt. Some days she may simply ask students to describe something 
that is going on in their lives. Middle school and high school students should always be advised 
to consider the level of disclosure, as you are obliged to take action if you discover something 
illegal or harmful. 

Ms. Topal always has her journal prompts written on the board at the beginning of class. 
This keeps students engaged and enables them to select and process relevant information during 
class to use in responding in their journals at the end of class.  
Sharing Journal Entries 

Sharing their journal entries with others has the benefit of helping students to perceive a 
certain universality of experience and begin to understand each other at deeper levels.  Sharing 
also has a certain cathartic effect in that it allows students to identify things that may have been 
harboring in their unconscious, record them, share them with others, and then get some kind of 
response or feedback.  Again, students should always be advised to consider the types of things 
they will be sharing and the level of disclosure before writing, as other people will be reading 
them. Described here are four ways students can share journal entries with others: 

1. Partner or small group oral response.  Here students read their journal entries orally 
or simply describe some of the main ideas. This can be done with one partner (like Mr. Peterson 
did above) or in small group.  Partners or group members then respond orally to the ideas, again, 
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using an aesthetic response. 
2. Trade and respond.  Journal entries can also be shared by having students trade 

journals with a partner. Each partner then writes his or her response right on the journal page.  
Trade and respond can be used in groups of three or more by having students rotate journals until 
everybody has responded to each.  The written response creates a journal that feels like a living 
entity with a collection of perspectives.   

3. Whole class.  Whole class sharing can be done by have two or three volunteers sign up 
to share an idea or journal entry with the class.  Never do more than three of these whole-class 
kinds of sharing in a given class period, as students naturally get distracted after a few minutes of 
listening passively. 
Idea Banks and Thought Maps 

Journals can be used to hold ideas for future writing projects for English or Language 
Arts classes. As stated before, it is much easier for students to learn to write if they are able to 
write about things that are meaningful to them. 

The thought map is an activity where students use their journals to create a visual map of 
the journey their thoughts have taken. On a blank piece of paper, each journal entry is 
represented by a node with sub-nodes sprouting out. In the center of the node is the major theme 
or idea for the entry. Sub-nodes are the supporting ideas as well as the other ideas that popped up 
during the journal entry. Students should be encouraged to add supporting words, pictures, or 
ideas to each node as they are creating their thought map. A line between the nodes is then drawn 
to indicate the chronological order. The thought map would eventually look something like a 
board game with a path running through it for the game piece to take, such as in the games 
Candy Land or Life (see Figure 2.4). Students can then illustrate their thought map using either 
pictures or symbols found on a map. 
 
Figure 2.4. Mind map. 
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Questions for reflection and analysis.  After completing the thought map, the following 
questions can be used to help students reflect and analyze: 

1. What does this tell you about you? What patterns do you see? 
2. What does this tell you about the things going on in your life?  
3. In looking at this thought map, where do you think you are going? 
4. What would you like to change about your thought map? What things do you wish you 

were thinking about? Create a thought bubble or journal entry that reflects the perfect day. 
5. Pick five interesting or important ideas. Rank them in order from most positive to least 

positive. 
Activities for extension. The thought map can be extended by the following: 
1. For students studying maps or mapping, the thought maps can be transformed into an 

actual map. These maps can vary in form from very creative and abstract to very concrete.  
2. Pictures, colors, or other designs can be included in the thought map to create visual 

art. 
3. Students can use their thought maps to create a game or game board similar to Life or 

Candy Land. 
 
 OTHER WRITING IDEAS 

This section contains other writing ideas that can be used to enhance the Inner 
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Curriculum as well as to promote deeper learning in content areas. 
Power Write  

A power write is where students try to catch as many ideas they can in a three-minute 
period (two minutes for younger students). This is different than a free write, where students 
write what ever they want in an extended period of time. The goal in the power write is to get 
students to bypass the logical mind by free-associating very quickly, catching the first thought 
that pops into their mind. In this sense, it is much like the Buddhist koan, which uses an illogical 
riddle or a question that cannot be answered to bypass the logical mind. A stopwatch should be 
used so that students know they are writing for a specific amount of time. Ask them to keep their 
pencils moving, writing down the first thing that comes to their mind.  

Students’ power writing should be very disjointed. It helps if teachers model this sense of 
disjointedness by showing and reading a copy of a power write they have done (see Figure 2.5). 
Encourage students to use scribbles, scratch marks, arrows, diagrams, single words, incomplete 
sentences, and quick impressions. If done correctly, the power write will help writers discover a 
wealth of images and impressions residing in the unconscious. 
 
Figure 2. 5. Example of a power write. 

Cold, cold, cold. Too cold to go running. Hard to run outside when you have glasses and it’s 10 
degrees below zero. Glasses fog up. Can’t see. 
 

Need to get my eyes checked. Remind me to be a new pair of dress pants. Funny how I think nothing 
of plunking down $50 for a book, but it's like pulling teeth to get me to “waste” money on a new pair of 
pants ... funny how that is ... Hilarious ... good humor ...Anyway, I miss church music ... To me, that's 
always been the center of a worship experience ... Different people react differently to different things --- 
The sermon addresses the logical mind -- Liturgy, in its essence, was meant to be a form of chant to go 
beyond the logical mind ... icons and paintings carry another message ... music carries another message ... 
all that's missing is dance, drama, and perhaps poetry or creative writing ... Mime? ... Where do you stop? 
Juggling? Anyway, there’s an interesting article in here ... truly be a multi-dimensional worship 
experience ... Multiple forms of intelligence ... spiritual intelligence ... triarchic theory ... generate intuitive 
ideas, evaluate the ideas, apply them to one’s life or circumstance. 
 

Drinking St. John's wart tea --- trying to pound out the finishing touches on an article. Pounding .... 
there’s an interesting metaphor ... Crafting? Shaping? Birthing? 
 

 
 

1. Power write as a pre-writing tool.  What writers do before they write (the pre-writing 
stage) is just as important as what they doing during the writing process. Power writes are 
effective pre-writing tools for discovering possible writing topics. By generating a pile of gravel, 
you can usually find a couple of good nuggets that you had not thought about previously. Also, it 
always helps to have students share their power-writing ideas with a partner or in small groups in 
order to get more information or ideas from others. 

2. Power write for personal discovery.  Power writes also help students discover 
insights, ideas, or issues residing in their unconscious mind. Students can do power writes 
directly in their journals, or they can use a separate piece of paper and then record only the 
interesting or important ideas from the power write in their journal. Power writes become more 
powerful by sharing with a partner or in small group. When sharing the power write, students 
should always be given the option of reading it in its entirety or simply describing a few 
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interesting or important ideas.  
I find it very valuable to do a power write with my students and then to sit in and share as 

part of a small group. (I always warn them ahead of time that I will be writing and joining a 
group.) This helps me understand the many things going on in the lives of my students. As a 
college professor, it is easy to forget what complicated lives our students lead. Most of them are 
working, they often have relationships and family concerns, and some even have other classes. 
(Professors sometimes think their class is the center of a student’s life). When sitting in on a 
small group, it is very important for teachers to step outside of their teacher role and become just 
another group member. In other words, be quiet unless it is your turn to share. 
Magic Circle  

The first step in Magic Circle is to give the class a writing/thinking prompt to respond to. 
There are three kinds of prompts that can be used here: (a) a question, (b) a memory prompt, and 
(c) priming-the-pump. The question should ask students to reflect upon some aspect of their lives 
or experiences, such as, “What do you like to do best on a sunny, summer day?” The memory 
prompt asks students to tell about a time or event in their lives. For example, “Tell me about a 
time when you were angry,” or “Describe a time when you were very proud.” Priming-the-pump 
is where teachers share a piece of writing to get ideas flowing. This could be a piece of poetry or 
a short segment from a story or newspaper. However, the most effective kind of prime is when 
teachers share something they have written themselves.  

The second step of Magic Circle is for students to describe on paper what is going 
through their heads or what the prompt made them think about. Students and teachers then write 
for three to five minutes. This can be extended if students are still writing with great energy. 
Near the end of the writing time, students should be given a verbal mile marker such as, “There’s 
about a minute left. Try to finish up the idea that you are working on.” This allows for some sort 
of closure and helps writers to create a sensible last thought. 
 The third step of Magic Circle is to collect students’ writing. They should not put their 
names on their papers. This is an important point, as all writing needs to be anonymous for 
Magic Circle to be effective. The pile of papers is then shuffled and the students’ desks are 
arranged in a circle. One paper is passed out to each student.  

The fourth step of Magic Circle is to have students respond to each paper using some 
form of aesthetic response described in Figure 2. 2 above. When a student has finished with a 
paper, that student stands up and moves to the center of the circle to look for a desk that 
somebody has vacated. The student then moves to the empty desk and responds to that piece of 
writing. For younger students, this provides the physical movement that they need to stay 
engaged. This part of Magic Circle takes a fair amount of concentration on the part of students 
and can generally be maintained for only ten to twenty minutes. (A good beginning goal is to ask 
students to try to respond to at least three pieces of writing.) When students have responded to at 
least three papers or when they seem to be losing concentration, they should be asked to finish 
the paper in front of them and gradually find their own.  

At the end of Magic Circle, each piece of writing should have the responses of three or 
four students on it. Again, this makes the paper a dynamic entity; it also allows students to 
interact with the thoughts and emotions of others in a safe way.  
Free Verse Poetry 

Poetry uses words, sounds, and phrases to paint a picture. Free verse poetry paints this 
picture without the use of rhyme, meter, or other defined poetic devices. This form of poetry 
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allows students to concentrate on the sound of the poem and re-creating a feeling or event. Free 
verse is a good starting point for poetry writing, as feelings and ideas are not sacrificed for form. 
Other poetry forms will naturally develop from here as students begin to experiment with 
different sounds and their effect. Poetry can also be used to bring other ways of seeing to other 
subject areas. Figure 2.6 contains a free verse poem that was created by a student as part of a 
middle school unit on ecology.  
 
                      Figure 2. 6. Free verse poetry: The Pond 

 
A butterfly. 

 Fluttering softly in the soft summer wind. 
 Lands gentle on a flower. 
 Nearby, a pond. 
 Teams with life. 
 Frogs, water bugs, mosquitoes. 
 Snakes eat frogs, frogs eat bugs, birds eat mosquitoes, mosquitoes bite humans. 

It all fits together. 
 Like a finely written play. 
 And humans. 
 Characters in a larger ecological drama. 
 Will there be a happy ending? 
 

 
 As with other kinds of writing, teachers should always start by first sharing their own 
attempts at free verse poetry with students. To illustrate this, I have provided an example of a 
free verse poem that I wrote (see Figure 2.7).  First, I read the poem to my students to give them 
an idea of what free verse poetry can be and to prime the pump. Then I asked them to think about 
a beautiful time, thing, or experience in their own lives. Next, my students wrote down a list of 
feelings, sounds, smells, tastes, and sights associated with that thing or experience. I encouraged 
them to use single words or short phrases and to avoid rhymes. These words then become the 
paint on their pallet. Finally, students put the words and phrases together in a way that painted 
the picture of their beautiful thing or experience.  
 
 
                         Figure 2. 7. Free verse poetry - Beautiful Moment 

                                           
Morning 
Warm sunlight  
an experience with the light beams 
Touching rainbows  
Children singing in a choir 
Joy 
Singing from somewhere deep inside  
Wonder and joy 
An angel steps forward in the guise of a child 
Radiance 
Her solo voice floats above us 
Beautiful, clear, pure, sparkling with simple grandeur 
“I’ve got a rainbow in my heart,” the voice sings 
Like a flute lightly dancing on the wind 
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Like the morning sun spilling and dancing and on the still waters of a lake 
I wanted to stay in that moment forever 
Lost in that magic garden  
Where humanity and transcendence meet, 
Where the dew is evermore on the roses 
Delight 
Sweet fragrance, sunshine 
I wanted it to last forever 
Enveloped in the ethereal 
Light and loveliness 
The song ends 
The child steps back 

        The moment remains forever 
 

 
 

Free verse poetry need not be long or elaborate. Often, a few simple words can best 
capture the feeling. Some ideas to use for these word pictures are: a favorite place, a happy time, 
a dark time, energy, movement, triumph, coming together, conflict, playing, relaxing, when you 
were proud, when it hurt, a wonderful sight, a dream, you and a friend, a friend, a favorite 
relative, you and somebody older, or friendship. 
 
 FINAL THOUGHTS 

The ideas and activities described here can be used within an English or Language Arts 
context. With creative adapting, they can also be used to make personal connections and enhance 
learning across the curriculum. 
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