Welcome to Poetry Seminar with Mr. Leon

sleon@beaconschool.org

The philosophical foundation of the course:

Since the 1980s, there has been a resurgence of interest in writing poems in rhyme, meter, and traditional forms. This movement, often called The New Formalism, arose partly as a rebellion against the hegemony of free verse (or "open form" as some now call it) since the early century. New Formalism, however, is also based on the work of older poets, such as Richard Wilbur and X. J. Kennedy, who have resolutely continued to write in traditional verse from mid-twentieth-century till today.

 

Our pedagogical underpinning originates from an even older idea, the age-old practice of apprenticeship to a guild craftsperson. The contemporary version of this notion is that, before one can experiment and “be” avant-garde, one must first be steeped in traditional techniques. In this spirit, our course is devoted to studying specific meters, set stanzas, and inherited forms, as a firm base or background to write in whatever mode—free verse or formal verse (“closed form”)—you might select for future work.

-Gotera

If you have at least an interest in poetry and have an interest in the humanity behind the art form as well as a tolerance for a teacher who may at times get overly excited about verse and the moments of life captured therein, then you are in the right place. This course concerns itself with the reading and experiencing of poetry. We will focus both on what poetry "means" and what it does: what needs and desires does poetry fulfill in its writers and readers? When does it leave the static page and become something performed, ritually memorized, communally celebrated, or otherwise brought to life? How do we draw the dividing lines between poetry and prose, poetry and song, "good" poetry and doggerel? How does cultural conditioning affect the way one defines and values poetry?

It is important that you understand that this course will rarely feature the lecture; rather, it will consist almost entirely of open discussion and poetry workshops.  So, now is the time to find your voice!  

Think of this poetry course as one divided into two sections—the heart and the mind.  Let me begin with the mind.  

Poetry Seminar—The Mind:

Here we find the intellectualization of the art form.  As the term wears on, we will explore various movements in poetry (i.e. Romanticism, Imagism, etc.).  We will familiarize ourselves with the historical, social, and political context of each movement.  Naturally, we will study the poetry and the poets associated with each movement.  As we go on, emphasis will be placed on formalism (i.e. a return to metrical and rhymed verse).  You will be expected to explicate the poetry we read in search of the how’s and why’s of poetry.  Further, we will reflect the various 

themes of the studied movements in our own poetry.  And yes, you will be expected to adhere to the formalist principles of poetry in your own (i.e. rhyme, meter, etc.).  

Poetry Seminar—The Heart:  It is my opinion that if we were to over-intellectualize poetry, we would be doing the art form and its artists a disservice.  We cannot lose sight of the most important element of poetry—that it reflects the wonderfully subjective perspective of the poet.  Herein, we will concern ourselves with the theme of each poem.  I will encourage you to internalize the essence of each poem as we seek its truth.  Consider Robert Frost’s thoughts on poetry:

'There are three things, after all, that a poem must reach: the eye, the ear, and what we may call the heart or the mind. It is most important of all to reach the heart of the reader.'

Before we explore the wonders of poetry, I want you to rest easy knowing that this course is designed as an introductory course! You are not expected to be a poet at the outset; you are only expected to be interested in poetry and the poet.

Policies and Procedures: In order to make this year successful, you will want to have the following information:

1. Arrival: It is imperative that you make it to class on time every day.  If for some reason you will be late for school, please provide a parent or guardian’s note of explanation.  Lateness must not become a habit because not only does it affect your performance in my class due to reduced participation, but it is also disruptive to a class already in progress.  Each unexcused lateness will result in a 5 point deduction to your participation grade.  Often short book quizzes are given at the very beginning of class, so if you are late and miss the quiz, you will get a big fat “goose egg” (zero). Walking in even one minute late is LATE.  

2. Attendance: In addition to progress through the course work, attendance also plays a vital role in your success.  All absences must be excused by a note from either parent/guardian or doctor.  It is the student’s responsibility to make up any class work, homework, and tests that are missed.  The Beacon portal is a wonderful resource that can be accessed at any time to check on any missed homework.  Each unexcused absence will result in a 10 point deduction from your participation grade (in addition to the detriment of falling behind in class due to your absence).    

3. Be Prepared: Our days are short and we have lots of material to cover.  Therefore, you must come to class prepared every day with a pen, a loose-leaf 3-ring binder or journal, and any relevant texts.  A student will be marked unprepared if one of these items is missing, and points will be deducted from the participation grade ultimately affecting the final grade.  Most importantly, if you do not have the relevant text for any given class period, your participation grade will suffer a 10 point deduction.  

4. Homework and Reading: We will read and/or write about poetry every night! 
Failure to complete written/typewritten homework will result in a zero.  I expect the homework to be neat and complete.  If there is a legitimate reason for a student not completing his homework, the parent must send a note to me on the day the homework is due stating the reason it was not completed.  Otherwise, NO LATE WORK IS ACCEPTED!  Once again I encourage you to make use of the Beacon portal and check homework assignments.  

5. Stay Organized: Notebooks will be checked from time to time. Students are responsible for keeping their notebooks up to date, neat, and orderly.  

6. Plagiarism: Per Merriam-Webster: Plagiarize means to steal and pass off (the ideas or words of another) as one's own: use (another's production) without crediting the source. Also to commit literary theft: present as new and original an idea or product derived from an existing source.  So, if the thoughts or ideas are not your own, give credit where credit is due.  Once again, To avoid confusion, students should keep in mind that plagiarism occurs not only when someone copies an author word for word, but also when someone uses another's ideas without giving credit, even if the ideas are paraphrased. Always document your sources! Plagiarism is academic suicide.  If you are found guilty of plagiarism you will receive a zero for the assignment.  Further, if you plagiarize the PBA, you will fail the course.  

7. Participate:  Ladies and gentlemen, this class is rooted in discussion.  In many ways this class will function as a typical English class where your insightful thoughts and questions represent the foundation of each class.  You will be challenged to analyze, critique, synthesize, elaborate, and discuss each poem. Yet, this class also requires that we share our own poetry! This is a requirement of the course so leave your inhibitions at the door and allow yourself to be a bit vulnerable. 
8. Tutoring: I am here every day after school, usually accessible during lunch, as well as during tutoring hours.  If you have any questions, feel free to visit room 332.

9. Listen: It is a critical life skill!  Listen intently to your peers with an open mind avoiding your default intellectual impulse.  You will become a better student of English and a better YOU.

10. Eye contact: When you refer to one of your peers (which I expect you to do often), look at him or her.  Also, NEVER give someone your back when he/she is talking.  That is just weirdly inhuman behavior.  So, turn around and make eye contact.  

11. Support: You will quickly learn that this year will be an intense experience, so be supportive of one another.  

12. Respect: I have established a classroom based on the principal of respect—WE respect each other.  Disruptive, rude, and disrespectful behavior will not be tolerated.  It is absolutely critical that each member of this community feel comfortable in sharing his/her thoughts.  Once again I will not allow anyone in this class to deny anyone the opportunity to freely participate in our “free flow of ideas.”  In short, I can stomach many issues in the classroom, but I have zero tolerance for any form of disrespect.

13. Once again, NO LATE WORK IS ACCEPTED.

14. Packing Up to Go:  Often the most critical minutes in a class session are the last five, where conclusions are drawn and assignments are made. Please do not start to pack up your belongings before the end of class.
Grading Policy

Each term, your grade will be determined based on the percentages below.  

(30%) Original Poetry/Presentations—Over the course of the term you will write poetry, lots of it.  Your poetry, with few exceptions, will have to follow certain formal guidelines, but essentially the heart of the piece belongs to you.  While you will be graded on each poem, you are essentially working your way to a Poetry Portfolio that will be due at the end of the term.  

This poetry portfolio is your term final (Note, no PBA!).  Additionally, you will be expected to lead the class in an explication of at least one of your own poems. Finally, you will be expected to perform at least one poem for the class.

· Poetry Portfolio

· Original Poems 

· One Explication of Original Poetry—Class Presentation

· One Poetry Performance of Original Piece (Memorized)

· Creative Project (Visual Poetry)

(25%) Poetry Explications/Presentations—This part of your grade for the term reflects the “mind” of the course or our intellectualization of poetry.  You are expected to demonstrate great control of the “nuts and bolts” of poetry (think glossary of terms) in your explications.  Half of your notebook for this class is should be dedicated to formal analysis/explication of Poetry. 

· Reading Journals (Poetry anaylsis/explication/internalization)
· Two Formal Poetry Explications 
· Poetry Explication Presentation
(10%) Poem Annotations
(35%) Course Participation/Attendance
Course participation grades are not automatic. They are based on oral contributions to the collective learning experience of the class as a whole in terms of asking pertinent questions, answering questions, making insightful observations, and offering other meaningful expressions of interest in the material that help encourage learning. Again, you are expected to share your own poetry. This, too, constitutes your participation grade. 
While I want you to aim for more than an A in this class (that will make more sense later), I understand the pragmatic nature of grades.  So, to earn an A, do the following (To fail, dance with the antithesis):

· Rarely ever miss class!

· Rarely, and I mean rarely, ever get to class late! (I will often give a quiz at the beginning of morning classes…arriving late means a big ole zero for that quiz)

· Maintain a complete, organized, and, most importantly, thoughtful poetry journal.

· Read AND annotate EVERY poem. (I collect every text and assess your annotations)

· Contribute meaningfully to classroom discussions…let your voice be heard…Yawp!  

· Work diligently and meticulously on all poems and explications.  Make meaningful use of the writing process.

· Produce creative work that you would be proud to share with the entire class!
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