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Speak 4 Life (S4L):
Where Words & Verbs Make You Right For Life

Program Overview:
The goal of this program is to empower youth and provide a safe space for them to develop and
strengthen their writing and speaking skills, and lead them toward their freer and more
expressive selves.

Grade Level:
Middle - High School (11-17 years old)

Program Goals:
○ Explore art and creativity
○ Explore self-expression and identity
○ Form their own storytelling voices
○ Freedom of expression
○ Literacy skills enhancement
○ Communication and literacy skills enhancement (reading, writing and speaking)
○ Amplify student voice
○ Explore social justice issues that may lead to taking on a more active role in

activism
○ Peer collaboration and cultivation of one another’s self-esteem and confidence
○ Build self-efficacy
○ Redemption, healing and community building

Resources:
1. Videos
2. Song Lyrics
3. Poems
4. Photos & Images
5. Literature
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Workshop Model:

1. Opening the Room

2. Warm Up

3. Discourse Analysis

4. Discussion & Prewriting

5. Independent Writing

6. Share Out

7. Closing the Room

Sessions:
1. This is Who I Am: Identity
2. Daring to Dream
3. Emotions
4. I am strong: Resilience
5. Brave and Bold
6. Expressions of Self: Art and Hip-Hop
7. Expressions of Self: Art and Hip-Hop
8. I am free: Self-Efficacy
9. Slam Poetry Performance
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Session 1
This is Who I am: Identity

Session Goals:
● History of Storytelling and Poetry
● Who you are and where you’re from?
● Describe, express, and consider their own identities and selves

Resources:
1. YouTube Video - Be who you want to be
2. Poem - “Hanging Fire” by Audre Lorde
3. Photos/images

Introduction: (5 minutes)
Opening the Room / Warm up:

1. Begin by setting ground rules for the entire program and ensuring everyone has a sense
of what “poetry” is:

a. Ask the class: What is poetry? What do you think poetry is?
i. Brief handful of answers shared out loud.  Offer your own thoughts.

b. Explain the goal and agendas of the overall program:
i. To learn about poetry, to write poetry, and to ultimately perform poetry.
ii. To give students the tools to express themselves and engage in a critical

study of themselves and the world around them via various forms of
media and text.

c. Set some ground rules for writing poetry:
i. Consider your paper to be a playground for language

1. Poetry does not have to rhyme
ii. Consider your writing utensil to be a paintbrush

1. You get to use words to make ideas from what’s happening inside
your head and how you’re thinking, feeling, and observing.

iii. Consider your voice to be its very own language - this is your opportunity
to tell your story and talk about the world the way you see it.

Discussion and Prewriting: (25 minutes)
1. Today’s session is going to ask the question: Who are you and what is it like to be you?
2. Together, the class is going to read Audre Lorde’s “Hanging Fire” to prepare them to

write their own poetry.
a. Poem is below.
b. Depending on your teaching style and your class’s readership - either split the

poem up to be read aloud by students and/or by the teacher.  Depending on time
and needs, also consider incorporating close reading/strategy work, such as
Reciprocal Teaching, partner reading, collaborative annotation, double-entry
journaling, or other reading routines you favor to engage students further with the
poem as text.
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c. After reading through the poem, as students:
i. What jumped out at you?
ii. What did this poem make you think about?
iii. What do you think the speaker was saying in this poem?

Did anything in the poem make you think of anything in your own life?
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Independent Writing: (20 minutes)

1. To help the class transition from reading Audre Lorde to writing their own poetry, open
the following discussion:

a. Ask the class to consider:
i. What do you like to do?
ii. How do you spend your free time at lunch, recess, or outside of school?
iii. Who are the most important people in your life?
iv. What sorts of things make you happy?
v. What sorts of things make you unhappy?

vi. What does your family do on holidays? How does your family celebrate?
b. Ask a few people to share their thoughts/answers.

2. Now students will start to write their own poems answering: Who are you and where are
you from?

a. Ask students to choose one to two words that describe who they are in each of
the following categories:

i. Noun
ii. Adjective
iii. Verb

b. Ask students to choose to write a sentence that describes who they are using a
word from each of the categories.

c. Ask students to choose one to two words that describe where they are from in
each of the following categories:

i. Noun
ii. Adjective
iii. Verb

d. Ask students to write a sentence that describes where they are from using a word
from each of the categories.

e. Now, ask students to write a poem that explores who they are or where they are
from - or both - using the words and sentences above. They can also use the
ideas they considered earlier - how they spend their free time, what’s most
important in their lives, etc.

Share Out: (5 minutes)
Invite volunteers to share what they’ve written.

Closing the Room: (5 minutes)
Close the room with key take-aways and affirmations.
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Discourse Analysis Samples

Street Art
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Song Lyrics & Poetry
Alicia Keys: A Woman’s Worth
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You Tube Videos: Spoken Word
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Songs
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