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Foreword
 by Georgia Heard

Lynne Dorfman and Rose Cappelli have done it again! They’ve given us a treasure chest      
 of mentor texts—this time for poetry.

 I’ve always believed, just as Lynne and Rose do, that there is more than one writing 
teacher in every classroom to guide student writers. In fact, a crowd of invisible teachers 
quietly whispers words of wisdom to students as they write. Mentor texts—the books and 
poems we love that can stretch writers to do their best—help students stay true to their 
vision of what they really want to say. 
 One of the challenges that teachers of reading and writing face is how to get these high-
quality exemplar texts into the classroom to use in literature circles, small- and whole-group 
instruction, and mini-lessons, and to inspire our students to write their best. The poetry 
choices are abundant and sometimes overwhelming—not to mention that school budgets 
are tight.  Poetry Mentor Texts is the perfect guide to help us on our journey of locating the 
just-right poem to inspire and guide our students in writing and reading poetry.  
 This book’s predictable structure is very user friendly and encompasses both reading and 
writing connections. Each chapter is devoted to a particular student-friendly poetic form, 
such as the list poem, acrostic poem, and poem for two voices. Five excellent mentor poems 
have been carefully selected for each chapter to move student writers forward by highlighting 
several essential writing traits, such as word choice, point of view, and figurative language.  
 As I read Poetry Mentor Texts, I found poems by some of my favorite children’s poets, 
including J. Patrick Lewis and Kristine O’Connell George, and also discovered new poets, 
such as Stenhouse’s very own William Varner.  In addition to these grown-up mentor poems, 
Lynne and Rose sprinkle each chapter with excellent student samples that will be sure to 
spark your own students’ creative powers. 
 Every writer of poetry is first a reader of poetry. Poetry Mentor Texts will open a treasure 
chest of poems to inspire your students to raise the level of expectation for their own poems 
and write from their hearts.
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Chapter 2: Poetry to Inspire Response 1

Teaching kids of all ages to write poetry, and to love to write and read poetry,  
is probably my favorite teaching. It’s sheer fun. It’s exhilarating.  

Every child is successful. Each year, I am amazed at what kids can do,  
how insightful and clever they are, and what powerful poems they write.

 Regie Routman, Conversations

Introduction

1
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Should everyone read and write poetry? You may think, “It’s not for me. I don’t get it, 
don’t like it, and my students don’t like it either.” But kids do love poetry! They like the 

rhythm of the words, the rhyme, and the playful, often humorous tones. Kids love to sing 
and listen to music. Poetry is like music: it has lyrics, melody, and harmony. It’s why we like 
to read poems aloud—a symphony of sounds emerges and engages our senses in a whirlwind 
of images, emotions, and wonderings about the world and how things work.

Poetry is the great equalizer for both reading and writing workshop. Using a poem as 
a mentor text for reading and writing is doable. A poem’s length invites revisiting for dif-
ferent purposes. Its vivid language pulls the reader in and provides opportunities for word 
investigations. Poems make great reading selections for literature circles and small-group 
instruction, either read individually or compared as a set. They are effective for small- and 
whole-group instruction because they are short and can be reread many times to deepen 
comprehension, cite evidence, offer opinions, draw conclusions, and talk about main ideas 
and themes. In Pass the Poetry, Please! Lee Bennett Hopkins discusses how poems are effective 
reads for struggling readers in the upper grades:

Poems, being short, are not demanding or frustrating to these readers. They can 
start them, finish them, and gain from them, without experiencing any discomfort 
whatsoever. (1987, 6)

Poetry shouldn’t be just a part of the language arts curriculum. It offers another way 
to communicate and demonstrate our understanding of a concept in content areas. It is a 
method for deepening comprehension and developing a level of empathy and knowledge 
that can be applied to real-world situations. Poetry can serve to informally assess science and 
math. It can help students link content areas. As poet Sara Holbrook says:

We write poetry to make our individual ideas heard, and these ideas must not be 
limited to language arts class . . . When we succeed, when we create a poem that 
serves as a bridge toward understanding, that is communication—an indispensable 
standard of learning. (2005, xvi)

The Top Ten Reasons  
to Use Poetry as Mentor Texts

We have many ideas about why poetry should be regularly used in reading/writing class-
rooms, but we tried to consolidate our thinking into a simple list. Here are our top ten 
reasons to use poetry as mentor texts:
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1. Children love the sound of language and the chance to read, recite, and perform poetry.
2. Poetry can help us see differently, understand ourselves and others, and validate our 

passions and our human experience.
3. Poetry easily finds a home in all areas of the curriculum and can bridge the reading/

writing workshop.
4. Poetry is the great equalizer—a genre especially suited to the struggling or unmotivated 

reader/writer.
5. Poetry enhances thinking skills and promotes personal connections.
6. Reading poems aloud captures the ear, imagination, and soul of the listener.
7. The playfulness of language and the ability of words to hold us captive with their 

intensity, beauty, and genius are particularly apparent in poetry.
8. A poet helps us see things in new ways and helps us talk and write about ordinary things 

in extraordinary ways. That’s the essence of good writing.
9. Poetry helps broaden children’s experiences and what they are able to write about.
10. Poetry can be the voice that names the events we live through by helping us make sense 

of them and write about them.

How to Navigate This Book

Our introduction provides you with a rationale for poetry use in reading and writing work-
shop. In Chapter 1 we define mentor texts and discuss the natural connections between 
reading and writing. This chapter also provides an explanation of possible ways to integrate 
poetry into a school day and a look at the power of companion pieces (books, other poems, 
songs). The rest of this book is organized into six chapters that deal with, respectively, poetry 
to inspire response, list poems, acrostic poetry, persona poetry, and poetry for two voices. 
The final chapter contains an annotated list of resources for the poems and companion pieces 
we discuss in each chapter as well as additional resources too good to miss. We hope to pro-
vide you with more than enough choices to last an entire year.

Additionally, each chapter includes classroom connections for both reading and writing. 
The poems we have highlighted focus on the five critical reading areas whenever possible: 
phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. We believe that the 
use of poetry in all grades directly links to the charge of text complexity presented in today’s 
Common Core State Standards. Poetry addresses the standards’ emphasis on sophisticated 
text and the skills with which students read. It helps students deepen their comprehension 
by requiring them to respond to reading—orally and/or written—to draw inferences, and to 
determine the impact that point of view has on the text.

 Each mentor poem also serves to move our student writers forward by presenting 
them with an opportunity for discussion of the traits of writing, such as the development 
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of ideas (content), organization, voice, and conventions. You can choose which area(s) you 
wish to expand in a shared or guided experience, depending on what your student writers 
need. We don’t discuss every pillar of reading and every trait of writing—instead, we focus 
on the ones that seem to naturally fit with the poem presented or the developmental level of 
the target audience.

Each chapter includes classroom snapshots from reading and writing workshop and 
presents five poems for your use. Student samples help you see what you might expect your 
own students to compose. Finally, Your Turn Lessons appear at the end of each chapter for 
you to try out for yourself and with your students. These lessons may be taught over two or 
three days. They are longer than the traditional mini-lesson because they focus on a strategy 
or skill that you want all your students to be able to try out and eventually use independently 
as readers and writers. The Your Turn Lesson scaffolds the gradual release of responsibility 
model and provides a place for reflection so that students’ understanding of the target skill 
or strategy is deepened.

Your Turn Lesson Format

Hook:   Use literature to invite participation.
Purpose:   Tell what you will do.
Brainstorm:   Invite writers to sketch, list, talk, create word storms, etc., to gen-

erate ideas.
Model:   Demonstrate what you will do with a mentor text, your own writ-

ing, or sometimes a student sample.
Shared/Guided Writing:  Writers actively participate in the modeled technique or strategy, 

either individually, in partnerships, or as part of a whole-class 
shared writing experience. Use partner or group sharing and rov-
ing conferences to guide writers.

Independent Writing: Writers compose a new piece or return to a published piece or 
notebook entry to try out the strategy.

Reflection:   Writers consciously reflect on how the writing worked. Reflection 
is an important step that helps students view themselves as writers 
and become aware of the strategies that work for them and that 
move them forward. Self-reflection can be guided through the use 
of key questions. All writers should first reflect on the strategy that 
was demonstrated and tried out.

  How did today’s strategy work?



Introduction 5

  Additional questions can be varied according to the level of the 
writer and the purpose of the lesson.

  What do I do well as a writer? What are the unique characteristics 
that set my writing apart from others (my fingerprints)? 

  If I were to revise, what is one thing I would absolutely change, 
omit, or add?

  Would this piece of writing work better in a different format?  
A different tense?

Optional Steps 
Write and Reflect Again:    Writers rewrite their entry or piece using the revision strategy 

from the reflection. Writers ask themselves if this is a piece they 
wish to continue to work on for publication.

Goal Setting: Writers use input from the selection to set personal goals.

The Your Turn Lesson provides a chance for you to write along with your students. As 
a teacher of writers, it is important to be a teacher who writes. In A Garden of Poets: Poetry 
Writing in the Elementary Classroom, Mary Kenner Glover talks about the importance of 
teacher as writer:

The teacher must be a writer, too. I have been most successful as a poetry teacher 
when I’ve let my students know from the beginning that I am a writer also. When 
they write, I write alongside them. They see me filling the pages of my writer’s 
notebook as they are beginning to fill theirs. I become their equal in this way, and 
although I maintain my role as their teacher and guide, I am just one writer among 
many. (1999, 21)

Final Thoughts  

The simple truth is that poetry—like art, music, and other forms of creativity—can develop 
a sense of compassion and empathy that children need to better understand themselves and 
their world. Beauty and humanity are inextricably woven together into poetic expression. As 
Donald Graves reminds us:

We are surrounded by poetry in the ordinary moments of our days. We can take 
the ordinary and, through poetry, turn the smallest, least significant moment into 
something important. In this respect, poetry is for everyone. (1994, 340)
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The use of poetry as mentor texts in reading and writing will give students a chance to 
grow as readers, writers, imagineers, and human beings. That is where the power lies. Join 
us as we float on a sea of words to catch some views of reading and writing workshop where 
poems are used as mentor texts. 

Happy reading!


