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Abstract 

This creative reflection describes the experience of one teaching artist facilitating a writing 

workshop at a women’s maximum security prison in the Midwest. By employing a second-

person narrative, the author hopes to provide readers with a glimpse into the thoughts and 

feelings a teaching artist may feel in an incarcerated learning environment. Through the use of 

descriptive narrative, the author considers issues such as judgment, forgiveness, and the power of 

poetry to help writers reinvent themselves. 
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Poetry Writing in Prison: A Process Told in Second Person 

 

Never give anyone the power to take away your freedom. That's yours. It don't belong to nobody 

but you. Remember that. 

—Sonja Sohn (excerpt from the 1998 film Slam) 

Prelude 

 

I’m sitting down to write the introduction of this article at the halfway point of the third 

annual Power of a Sentence poetry writing workshop at a maximum security women’s prison in 

the Midwest. This year, over seventy “offenders” signed up for our two-week summer series, 

which ends with a culminating performance poetry showcase. On our first day of class, I told 

every single student they are a poet now, no matter their skill level. Women in the workshop 

have written about countless topics, including their kids, the crew they used to run with, the last 

time they got to eat a juicy medium-rare cheeseburger. Sadly, the same four themes always seem 

to pop up in their poems: addiction, mental illness, poverty, the cycle of violence in the home. 

I am not employed in the prison where our workshop resides. I am not a teacher there or 

correctional officer. I’m a graduate student—a volunteer—who decided to pursue his Ph.D. after 

spending years in the poetry slam circuit. First popularized in the late 80’s by a Chicago 

construction worker named Marc Smith, poetry slams are competitions that serve as an 

alternative to open mics. According to Somers-Willett, “slams are open and democratic in 

nature; anyone who wishes to sign up for the competition can” (2007, p. 85). And the crowd can 

shout, clap, cheer, or boo. Though the women do not compete each against other, the poems are 

all performance-driven and engaging, like the work seen on the slam scene. When a performer 

steps up to the mic in the prison chapel, the crowd will often shout, “Get free, poet! Get free!” 

The following article describes one lesson in the second year of our workshop series. As 

a poet-researcher, my goal has been to perform this “poem” in as many traditional academic 
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spaces as possible. This includes my 700-level capstone class at Indiana University, “Writer’s 

Week” at Hazelwood West High School in Missouri, the Batesville Memorial Public Library in 

Indiana, the Missouri Scholars Academy, and the 66th annual Literacy Research Association 

Conference in Nashville, Tennessee. This article is written as a procedural lesson plan 

description, told in second person so you can slip into my shoes. Perhaps if you imagine the 

sound of buzzing security doors and squawking walkie talkies, you can picture yourself there. 

The Workshop 

 

A human being is part of a whole, called by us the ‘Universe’ —a part limited in time and space. 

He experiences himself, his thoughts, and feelings, as something separated from the rest—a kind 

of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to 

our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest us. Our task must be to free 

ourselves from this prison by widening our circles of compassion to embrace all living creatures 

and the whole of nature in its beauty. 

 

— Albert Einstein (1950) 

 

When you arrive in the parking lot, place all the contents of your pockets in the middle 

car console. Loose change, keys, your lighter especially. Keep your state-issued ID with you. If 

the man in the red van stops to ask what you’re doing at the women’s prison, try not to stare at 

the shotgun barrel clearly visible through his window. As you walk toward the intake building, 

pat down all your pockets even though you’ve done so twelve times already. Remember: one of 

the only reasons you’re not on the other side of the razor wire is because you’ve learned to be 

distrustful of yourself. 

Write the words poetry workshop in the “Reason for Visit” box when you sign the 

visitation log. If the correction officers take their sweet time processing you through the security 

station, don’t complain. They’re the ones that flip the switches around here. When you step 

through the metal archway, your gut may knot like rough rope. Stand with arms raised. When the 
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guard’s hands pat your thighs, your eyes may be inclined to search the ceiling and walls for 

personal space, but all they’ll find is concrete. 

Don’t flinch when the steel door slams shut behind you. Look up and be grateful for sky. 

As you make your way toward the chapel, you may remember that this campus used to be a 

school for teenage girls. Now there are fences and perimeter checks. Red brick buildings eclipsed 

by an omen-red sunset. When the women arrive, shuffling into the chapel basement looking as 

nervous as you, make sure you shake their hands. Look them in the eyes and tell them thank you 

for coming. Forty-five signed up for the two-week series, which is double last year if you 

remember correctly. Nearly half of them are facing life sentences for murder. It makes sense. If 

you’re a short-timer, you tend to skip the activities and stay in your cell.  

Reassure the new folks you don’t care so much about spelling. When you see the familiar 

face of a returning student, remember, you are not allowed to hug anyone. Besides, you spend 

enough time as it is reminding yourself that you are not their friend. When the ardent redhead 

serving seven-to-twelve for grand larceny reminds you she has a crush on you and is getting out 

soon, you probably won’t know how to respond to that. 

Pass out notebooks and pens, and show everyone to their seat. Speak loudly. Read the 

words of Etherdige Knight (1968), the poet once incarcerated in the same Midwest state: 

It is hard 

To make a poem in prison. 

The air lends itself not 

to the singer. 

The seasons creep by unseen 

And spark no fresh fires. (p. 19) 
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Hold a sheet of paper high above your head. Discuss the properties it shares with a 

stained-glass window. Its tall frame and translucent skin. Remind the class when there is no 

window to look through, they can hold their poems up against the light. 

When the workshop is over, try not to slouch your shoulders and look as awkward as you 

are. Stand to the side and smile. Allow yourself a moment to be taken aback by the poem written 

by a twenty-four year-old who crashed her car into the nursery room of a house near the road. 

When the soccer mom sent up for a prescription pill scam tells you she writes every day now, 

bite your thumbnail so she won’t see your bottom lip shutter. Let your words fail you. When the 

woman serving a seventy-five year sentence tells you she loves you, don’t get frustrated at 

yourself for compulsively responding, “I love you too.” You’ll feel like an ass and beat yourself 

up plenty for that later when you get home. 

When you find out your favorite student killed her kid, do not get angry at yourself for 

being moved by her metaphors. That’s not fair to poetry. Or her either, for that matter. Try to 

forget that she jostled the small shoulders of someone who looked like her, that she slammed the 

bedroom door and went back to cooking on the stove. When you read the neighbor’s statements 

in the trial proceedings saying he called the cops when the boy’s bedroom window became filled 

with flies, just snap the laptop shut and go to sleep. You don’t need to stay awake. You don’t 

need to keep scrolling. 

Do not convince yourself your compassion is foolish. And don’t kid yourself into 

thinking that forgiving others is a substitute for forgiving yourself. Remember that poetry is one 

of the only ways you can reinvent who you are (Oliver, 1995). Remember everyone makes 

mistakes but only some pay for them (Alexander, 2012). Remember that the justice system does 
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little more than perpetrate the cycle of violence (Zinn, 1994). Remember that sometimes poetry 

is all you have to give back to the world. 

You may feel a churning within you. Do not feel ashamed. And do not tell yourself 

you’ve failed because you feel conflicted. After the workshop, you find a sheet of paper left in 

the chapel basement, a poem scratched with black swirls like shifting insect legs. The cement 

walls staring at you like rows of compound eyes. When you walked in the chapel you swore 

there was a window, but now it all seems drowned out by the buzz and shutter of wings. 
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