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I Do, We Do, You Do Poetry
(Gradual Release of Responsibility Teaching Strategy)

Very often, when students are first introduced to writing poetry, they have a difficult time writing poems. There are two major causes for this difficulty. One cause for the difficulty is that students get caught up in trying to create poems that mirror the ones they have read or heard recited. They tend to focus too much on trying to get their poems to look and sound like the poems they are familiar with. In fact, this problem is addressed in the book, Kids’ Poems: Teaching Third & Fourth Graders to Love Poetry by Regie Routman. Routman, explains that it is best to begin instruction in writing poems with free-verse poetry; while 3rd & 4th grade students have had experience with poetry, their experiences are often

“limited to poems that rhyme. Because creating poems that rhyme is hard for most children,
kids wind up spending most of their time searching for rhymes – whether they make sense or
not – and often their poems end up sounding contrived. … The experience is quite different
with free-verse poetry. Here kids shine” (Routman, 2000, p 5).
In the I Do, You Do, We Do Poetry activity, I have the students work with free-verse poetry to help diminish this cause for difficulty. The students will not have to be concerned with rhyming or form.
The other cause for the difficulty is that students may not have had explicit instruction in writing poetry and are not sure how to write a poem. This is where the Gradual Release of Responsibility Teaching Strategy comes into use. I learned of this strategy from the book, Strategies That Work by Stephanie Harvey & Anne Goudvis. According to Harvey and Goudvis,
“Much of our responsibility when teaching reading is to make what is implicit, explicit.
Explicit reading instruction means that we show learners how we think when we read. …

We … teach a strategy by modeling the strategy ... guiding students in its practice … and providing … time for students to … practice using and applying the strategy” (Harvey & Goudvis, 2000, p 12).

While Harvey and Goudvis use this strategy for reading instruction, it can very easily be used in any content area. I had also seen this strategy successfully used to teach 4th graders to write short stories, so I chose to use it to teach writing poetry. 
Using the I Do, We Do, You Do Strategy to teach poetry really works well. In this strategy I first modeled writing a poem, using a document camera, while thinking aloud and explaining the process. I chose a topic (America) that my students would relate to. I used a “5 Senses” graphic organizer to brainstorm sensory images of my topic. I then used my sensory images to create sensory sentences (“I see …,” “I hear …,” etc.) relating to my topic. To create my actual poem I removed the “I see …, I hear …, etc. parts of my sensory sentences and added some strong descriptive phrases to enhance the imagery. After demonstrating the writing process, I read the poem aloud to the students. After sharing my poem, I then worked with the students as a whole class to practice the process by following the same steps to write a class poem on “Kentucky.” The final stage of this strategy is complete release of responsibility to the students as I have them work independently to practice and apply the skills learned to write their own poems about “home.”
This is an excellent teaching strategy, which can be used in any content area with any grade level. Your students will greatly benefit from the explicit instruction and you will benefit by gaining insight into what the students experience when trying to complete the tasks you assign. I did it! We can all do it. Now you do it.
