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An old Welsh saying reminds us that there are
three things for which we should give thanks: an
invitation, a gift, and a warning. Over the years,
this adage has sprung to mind when someone
has handed me a gift, sent me an invitation, or
occasionally offered a warning. And these words
came to mind when I received a copy of this book
you now hold in your hands.
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This book is an invitation. In a time in which education is too often about the
correctly bubbled test item, this book reminds us that a true education is far
more. Education is exploration of our very selves, our discovery of who we are
and where we fit; it’s certainly about finding out, but it’s also about wondering
and wandering. It’s about imagining and inventing. It’s about where we’ve
been, where we are, and most certainly where it is we might go next. All of
that is in this book as Kwame Alexander shows us how to connect children to
a genre that is all too often relegated to one month or one unit.
Poetry—what I’ll call the neglected genre—draws us into ourselves as it
simultaneously lets us give back to the world a fresh understanding, a new
vision, a re-vision of one moment. Kwame puts it better when he explains that
poetry lets us “write our own journeys, find our own voices.” Without a doubt,
7
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this book invites you on a journey, a process, a discovery of how to connect
your students to a genre that encourages creativity and yet honors discipline;
that demands imagination, yet is grounded in truth. If you want your focus
on poetry to extend beyond the occasionally read poem and if you believe
all students have within them that desire to share their truest feelings, then
this book is your invitation to change. To connect. To bring poetry into your
students’ lives.
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And perhaps that is what makes this book a gift. First, it’s a gift that Kwame
has given all of us as he shares his journey, as he shares his voice, as he
shares his insights and understandings. As I read the pages, I understood a
writer I’ve always admired has given us all a gift of inspiration and education.
His calm you-can-do-this voice rings through these pages and his of-courseyou’ll-want-to-do-this excitement soars. He tells us that poetry ... has the
power to reach students, tap into their emotional intelligence while allowing
them to freely and openly express themselves. It can be the school where our
children go in order to learn to write well.
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And then he gives us the gift of showing how to make that happen. In step-bystep specificity, The Write Thing shows us how to move students from ideas, to
drafts, to finished products, to a published work.
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And this book is a gift that we’re not expected to keep to ourselves. With
videos and mentor texts, Kwame shows us how to share excitement for writing
with our students. For those of us who would quickly say, “But I’m not a
poet,” this book shows us how to unleash the poet Kwame believes resides in
each of us, polish our work, and then publish it for an audience—even a small
one—so we all see that our poems become a gift to others.
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Finally, I’ll add my own warning. This book demands your time. It demands
your attention. It demands that you examine what you have done and what
it is you could be doing. It gently urges you to examine practices and ask
yourself (as I had to ask myself), “Do I really understand the power of the
poem?” The book is divided into three parts—writing, publishing, and
presenting—and concludes with the most helpful Appendix I’ve ever seen in
a book. While it reads fast, this book should not be a fast read. Linger. Muse.
Reread. Mark. Read the poems aloud. Write your own poems. Journey into
yourself, back into the world, then into your classroom. Share with your kids.
And then watch them soar.
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An Unconventional,
Uncommon Writing
Workshop
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That Will Have Your Students
Writing for Their Lives
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When I was in college, I wanted to be an actor and
a playwright. I’d written a play my sophomore year
at Virginia Tech, produced it, and received rave
reviews from students and teachers alike. On a dare,
I applied to a theater master class, taught by some of
the most renowned artists and writers in the industry:
Cicely Tyson, Spike Lee, and Charles Fuller. Luckily, I was accepted.
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Mr. Fuller, who had just penned the powerful and critically acclaimed film
A Soldier’s Story, starring Denzel Washington, based on his Pulitzer Prize–
winning play, led the playwriting component of the class.
We each had to share our work-in-progress, and I remember him telling me
that mine lacked soul, it lacked emotion, and while I may have employed
some of the devices that make for a good dramatic play, my piece simply was
too long and uninteresting. “Go write some poetry,” he said. “Poems are the
basic building blocks of all forms of writing. Learn how to do that, and you’ll
learn how to write your play.”
9
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So, you’re thumbing through a catalog, or you’re in a bookstore, and you come
across this colorful professional resource with a handsome poet on the front,
and it’s called The Write Thing, and you think, “Great, just what we need,
another book on teaching writing!” But then you decide to pick it up. You take
it home, open it up, read a little, and determine that it is at least interesting ...
until, you get to this very scary word: POETRY. And you keep reading, and you
quickly notice that it’s ALL POETRY. The. Entire. Writing. Workshop. Is. Poetry.
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Of course it’s poetry, people! And it’s the opposite of scary. It’s soothing. It’s
the love poem your college sweetheart wrote to you. It’s the rhyme you used
to love to read and hear in elementary school. It’s poetry because some of
your favorite writers are poets: Maya Angelou, Shel Silverstein, Shakespeare.
It’s poetry because what teacher doesn’t want their students’ writing to be
full of emotion. It’s poetry because, as literary critic and educator Northrop
Frye (2001) says, “If literature is to be properly taught, we have to start at its
center, which is poetry, then work outwards to literary prose ... Poetry is the
most direct and simple means of expressing oneself in words.”
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I’ve been teaching this writing workshop for more than 20 years and it’s
always been poetry because, the truth is, reading and writing poetry is fun and
functional. Yes, I could have written a handbook for using fiction in a writing
workshop, or memoir, or playwriting—wait, that’s a good idea, stay tuned!—
but for an introduction, there is no better literary vehicle to launch a writing
workshop with than poetry.
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As if I wasn’t already thinking outside the box, I’ve added another uncommon
component to the writing workshop: publishing. As a child of a book publisher
and as a published author myself, you’ll just have to trust me on this one,
folks: The level of confidence your students will attain when they see their
work available for public consumption is off the charts. It will be one of the
highlights of their schooling. And your teaching as well.
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I’d been an English teacher for more than 14 years, and I’d never
seen anything like it. Poetry and Publishing. The workshop was
so successful that we implemented it three years in a row. And
when I moved to a new district, we did it again. I have witnessed
students as young as 10 years of age walk taller because they
were writers. Published writers. As administrators, it is our
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responsibility to provide opportunities for our students that are
not only academic, but also empowering and transformational.
That is education at its finest.
—Kim Hardwick, Principal,
Clayton Huey Elementary School, New York
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When I wrote The Crossover, many publishers were afraid of it: “Kids, especially
boys, don’t like poetry,” they told me, “and this book will never sell.” I always
believed that poetry, because it is so concise, rhythmic, and energetic, with
tons of white space, would not only be unintimidating to students, but would
be extremely appealing. I feel as strongly about The Write Thing. This writing
workshop may be unconventional and uncommon, but it will work. It will have
your students writing for their lives. And enjoying it. If you don’t believe me, just
ask seventh grader Ian, whom I met on a recent school visit:
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I used to think poetry was boring. No fun, stupid, etc. After your
book and presentation, I actually started to like it. It’s interesting
that you can use your own emotions and feelings to write
something.
Now, isn’t that interesting?

—MILES DAVIS
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“DON’T PLAY WHAT’S THERE,
PLAY WHAT’S NOT THERE.”
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Lucy Calkins says, “When students are published authors, they make reading-writing
connections” (2001). In my 25 years of literacy work in schools around the world, I have
witnessed this transformation firsthand, in particular with the Book-in-a-Day workshop
that I founded in 2006. I took Calkins’s innovative idea a step further and decided that
the connection becomes exponentially stronger when the publishing component is, get
this, student-run. How I arrived at this concept is a case study in child labor practice,
happenstance, and improvisation.
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I grew up with a father who wrote books and owned a publishing company. My mother wrote
children’s books and taught English. Books lined our walls and were stacked on floors in
each room: biographies, history, fiction, textbooks, visual art, memoirs, children’s literature,
folklore, poetry. We read for fun, for punishment, for relaxation, even for competition. My very
first writing workshop took place in our family room, where my siblings and I made up stories
about the places we traveled and the people, real and imagined, we met, then shared them in
family talent shows and as bedtime tales. This was our ritual. But, there was another side to
this. I worked for my father’s publishing company. And, I loathed it.
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As an elementary and middle school student, I was involved from concept to shelf in the book
publishing process. From typing to stapling direct-mail catalogues to exhibiting books at trade
shows, I was immersed in literature and publishing daily while my friends played video games
and rode bikes.
Don’t get me wrong, I did get to play outside, but only after the inventory had been completed.
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When I left for college, I had but one goal: to get as far away from books as fast as possible.
So, I majored in biochemistry with every intention of becoming a doctor, until I encountered
organic chemistry, and quickly changed my major to something more familial: English. After
a series of classes and workshops with dynamic and inspiring creative writing professors such
as Nikki Giovanni, my appreciation for story came full circle. I was back in my family room,
only this time I decided that my literary pursuits would be life-sustaining, not just fodder for
bedtime entertainment. I was going to write for a living. But not just pen to paper. My plans
included hosting writing retreats, producing book festivals, publishing other writers, and
teaching writing. So, I did. I was leading a full writerly life. And, I loved it.
Which brings us to Book-in-a-Day.
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From 1995–2005, I operated my own publishing company, continued conducting writing
workshops in middle and high schools across the country, and wrote seven books, including
Do the Write Thing: 7 Steps to Publishing Success. I’d been asked by novice writers, on a
regular basis, how to publish a book. That book was my answer.
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Do the Write Thing (DTWT) is like Publishing 101. It is designed for the novice who
wants to learn the ABCs of book publishing. This reading will be similar to the first
time you rode a bike. Remember when your father guided you down the sidewalk
day after day? Then, one Saturday he let you ride by yourself. Just like that. And
while you did fall a few times, eventually through practice, courage, and ingenuity,
you mastered it. Unlike most publishing how-to books, which seem to get mired
down in every possible detail and tedious direction, this book will give you a general
map drawn in bright colors, and leave it up to you to chart your own course. I will
impart my knowledge if you promise to tap into your creativity. My purpose is to
teach you the mechanics of book publishing so that you feel confident enough to
“ride by yourself.”
—Preface of Do the Write Thing: 7 Steps to Publishing Success
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