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While the value and 
importance of helping 
adolescents learn the art of 
public speaking is clear, it 
can be a difficult subject to 
teach. This article shows 
how public speaking skills 
can be interwoven with 
poetry analysis by 
participating in the Poetry 
Out Loud program.

Reducing Fear with 
Recitations: Improving 
Public Speaking 
through Poetry

I am routinely asked, “Wait, are we 
going to have to present this in front 
of the class?” Students seem to love 
attention from their peers, but the 

prospect of standing in front of peers and holding 
forth on an academic topic for longer than two sec-
onds is frightening to many. When it comes to oral 
presentations, many of my students seem to have 
public speaking anxiety (PSA), a communication- 
based agony resulting in physiological arousal (e.g., 
increased heart rate), aberrant physical responses 
(e.g., trembling), and negative self- esteem (e.g., 
“I’m such a loser”) (Bodie 70– 71). PSA can neg-
atively affect grades and attendance and can have 
quelling effects on student participation and moti-
vation (DiBartolo and Molina). 

Yet, speaking well in public is an indispens-
able skill. Students who speak well tend to excel at 
extracurricular activities, athletics, and social clubs, 
and they get better jobs (Boyce et al.). In college 
and in the workplace, individual and group pre-
sentations have become de rigeur. So, effective pub-
lic speaking is something I try to prioritize with 
students, despite groans and occasional shrieks 
of terror.

One hundred years ago, Clarence Stratton 
highlighted the profound importance of speak-
ing effectively. “A great many people write; yes, 
but everybody has to speak, and upon the ability 
to present matters orally will depend the greatest 
influences in most lives” (464). While speaking 
is considered essential, it tends to get ignored in 

the full- to- overflowing language arts curriculum 
(Boyce et al.; “Common Core”). 

Public Speaking through Poetry

Many teachers develop oral communication skills 
through questioning, discussion, Socratic seminars, 
think- pair- shares, jigsaws, and small- group proj-
ects. To these activities I have added poetry under 
the auspices of Poetry Out Loud, a national program 
that asks students to memorize and recite poems. 

On its website (www.poetryoutloud.org/), 
Poetry Out Loud says that it is designed to help 
students work on “public speaking skills, build 
self- confidence, and learn about literary history and 
contemporary life.” Competition for Poetry Out 
Loud begins at the classroom level before progress-
ing to the school, state, and regional levels. Since 
2005, the national competition has taken place in 
Washington, DC, with up to $50,000 in scholar-
ships for the winners. 

Late every November, my students trek down 
to the library to have a look at the anthology of 
poems released for the annual competition on the 
Poetry Out Loud website. I ask students to select a 
poem of at least 100 words that elicits an emotional 
response. Also, I remind students that some of the 
18th- century British poems in the anthology are 
enough to make even the brightest English teacher 
question her own brainpower, so I advocate against 
choosing a poem that they do not understand. The 
website has categories of poems, including poems 
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of under 25 lines and poems using specific literary 
forms. A search bar permits students to search by 
topic, theme, or subject.

Students generally have three weeks to work 
on memorizing their poems on their own time. 
During these weeks, my in- class curriculum is a mix 
of poetry analysis and the development of public 
speaking skills. The speech lessons require students 

to work in small groups and to 
make presentations. Typically, 
I offer feedback to students on 
the quality of their physical 
presence, voice, pronuncia-
tion, rate of speech, and pacing 
skills based on the rubric Po-
etry Out Loud developed for 

their competition, which is available on the com-
petition website. In general, I have found that the 
more students are asked to get up in front of the 
classroom, the more comfortable they eventually get 
with the concept of “audience.” As they get com-
fortable speaking to an audience, their fears begin to 
subside (Holmquist et al.).

Below is a list of the various activities I use 
throughout the unit to help them prepare for their 
poem recitation. 

1. Enunciation practice: Students use mirrors and/
or their peers to see how we use our tongue, 
teeth, lips, and mouth to form sounds and 
words. They work their way through the 
alphabet to focus on how sounds use different 
elements of the mouth before being assigned 
a tongue twister to teach their peers. Word 
to the wise: this exercise tends to dissolve 
into a rather silly environment quickly, so 
be prepared to redirect students throughout 
the lesson.

2. Nonverbal communication practice: Another 
activity that builds presentation skills is 
through understanding facial expressions and 
body language. Paul Ekman and Harriet 
Oster found detecting emotion through facial 
expressions to be quite accurate and often 
transcending of culture, showing nonverbal 
communication to be a vital part of the 
public speaking process. As a class, we 
discuss nonverbal communication and look 
at the key characteristics of major body 
language and facial expressions. A quick 
Internet search can bring up a multitude of 
pictures that help to illustrate basic facial 
expressions and body language. To practice, 
we watch muted video clips and try to 
understand what is happening through the 
nonverbal communication of the actors. 

3. Looking at the winners: A week before 
recitations, we look at video clips from 
previous Poetry Out Loud winners to analyze 
their performances and determine how best 
to sell the emotion behind the poems. 
However, after two weeks of poetry analysis, 
teenagers begin to tire of this form of 
literature, so I introduce them to the Clay 
Banks Studios’ One- Minute Monologue 
competition (claybanksstudio.com/1minute/).  
These monologues are highly entertaining, 
and since they are close to the same length as 
our recitations, they energize and reengage 
the students. The monologues are a good mix 
of serious and funny, but they are done by 
adults, so teachers should be cautioned to 
watch them first before showing them in 
class to make sure they are appropriate. All 
video clips can easily be accessed on 
YouTube.

The more students are 

asked to get up in front 

of the classroom, the 

more comfortable they 

eventually get with the 

concept of “audience.”
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4. Round- robin practice: One the most impactful 
practices in our Poetry Out Loud unit is a 
round- robin, speed- dating version of 
recitations in small groups. A few days before 
our presentations, students are placed in 
groups and directed to recite as much of their 
poem from memory as they can. Students 
move both clockwise and counterclockwise 
to new groups based on how well they had 
memorized their poem at the end of each 
round and the process starts over (see 
Figure 1). With this practice, each person has 
at least five times to recite their poem and 
quickly see how much progress they have 
made. With an activity like this, students 
get an opportunity to engage in high levels 
of attention and interaction, which, during 
oral communication, has shown to increase 
learning, motivation, and grades (Frymier 
and Houser). I enjoy this activity the most 
for two reasons: first, it rewards the students 
who have clearly put in the effort to 
memorize their poem, and second, it allows 
the slackers in my class to see that there are 
many students who are taking the 
assignment seriously, and hopefully it will 
motivate them to work. At this point, I feel 
that they are comfortable enough with their 
audience that a little peer pressure will not 
wound their egos.

5. Naming the fear: As an exit ticket the day 
before we recite, students write down all the 
things that could go wrong with their 
recitation the following day. We then go 
around and share what we wrote, often to 
find that everyone has some kind of fear. We 
then write down all the things they can do 
that night and the following morning to 
continue to prepare and also share these as a 
class. According to Patricia Marten 
DiBartolo and Kristine Molina, completing a 
writing activity that helps students to 
express anxiety prior to a major presentation 
can reduce their fear of a poor performance. 
Furthermore, I remind them that sometimes 
being a little nervous is good, because it can 
energize and motivate them just before they 
speak (Nash et al.). The key is to allow the 
nerves and excitement of presenting to stay 
and not the fear of failure.

6. Modeling what is expected: One of the things my 
students have come to rely on from me as their 
teacher is that I continuously model what I 

FIGURE 1. Poetry Out Loud— Round Robin

Overview: Allow students an opportunity to practice 
reciting their poems multiple times to their peers in a 
low- risk environment.

Steps:

1.  Arrange desks in groups of no less than three but no 
more than five. Try to put them in a circle around the 
classroom if at all possible.

2.  When students enter, have them sit wherever they 
wish. Direct them to have a copy of their poem out 
on the desk. Make sure that there are at least three 
people in each group— have them move desks if 
needed to ensure they meet this requirement. 

3.  Explain the directions to the students, modeling as 
needed.

DIRECTIONS: You will be given five minutes for each 
person in your group to recite as much of their poem as 
they can remember. Give your poem to a group 
member in order to check for accuracy and also to 
prompt you as needed. At the end of the five minutes, 
the group will decide which person knew their poem 
the most and which person needed the most help while 
reciting. The person who knew their poem the most will 
get up from the group and move clockwise to the 
neighboring group. The person who needed the most 
help will get up from the group and move 
counterclockwise to the neighboring group. We will 
then put five more minutes on the clock and begin the 
process again. 

4.  Be sure to walk around and listen to your students 
recite their poems. This will be a good indication of 
who has been working to memorize their poem and 
who has not. 

5.  Please note that deciding who knew their poems the 
most and the least is just a mechanism to get 
students to move during the activity. Each teacher 
knows their students best, so educators who think 
that placing labels like this on their students would 
be harmful might want to think of another way to 
decide who moves at the end of each round.

Of Note: It is best to do this activity a few days before 
class recitations, but also after the students have had 
some time to work toward memorizing their poems.

Credit: Amanda Benke, MacArthur High School, 2013

expect from them. I find that they are more 
willing to take a risk if they see that I am 
putting in the same work they are on major 
assignments. Poetry Out Loud is no exception; 
as such, I memorize a new poem each year and 
start off the competition with my own 
presentation. This way the jitters over who 
will go first are alleviated. I also make sure I 
select a poem that requires me to be overly 
dramatic or silly, thus allowing the tension in 
the class to go down before we start. 
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Points to Remember

It is important to remember that even though this 
is a difficult skill to teach, getting students to feel 
more comfortable speaking in front of their peers is 
a step in the right direction (Hipple). However, I 
have a few helpful hints for educators to remember 
when undertaking a unit like this. 

• Many people like to develop a list of speaking 
order prior to the day of recitations to ensure 
that the more reluctant students present early 
and are not presenting behind a strong 
speaker (Boyce et al.). Since my classes have 
more than 25 students each, I space the pre-
sentations over two days and draw names to 
see who will go next because I want them all 
to be prepared to go on the first day. I feel 
confident that by the end of the semester, my 
classroom environment is one where students 
feel comfortable with taking risks, so I don’t 
worry as much about the order in which they 
will speak.

• Make sure you remind the students that you 
will grade them based on their own individ-
ual level of speaking ability, which you 
should have been able to discern as they went 
through the various activities leading up to 
the recitation. This should help to alleviate 
the fear of not being as good as the students 
who went before them. 

• Ensure students participate in as many of the 
early activities as possible, even if that means 
assigning it as homework and getting par-
ents or guardians to sign off. By participat-
ing in each activity, their individual 
confidence should continue to grow, thus 
allowing them to approach their final perfor-
mance with the best mindset (Boyce et al.). 

• Point out individual strengths through oral 
feedback immediately following the recita-
tion. This will allow the other students to see 
what was good about their peers’ perfor-
mances, but it is also beneficial for students 
to hear what they did right, especially if 
what is coming to them later is not the grade 
they had hoped for. 

• Allowing students an opportunity to self- 
correct when giving their recitation is import-
ant. It is easy to give them the first word or 
two of the line they missed, but I have found 

that they felt more confident and accom-
plished when they were able to be self- reliant 
and search through their memory for that next 
line. I set up the procedure that if they want 
the next line, they are to look at me directly; 
otherwise, I will give them the chance to fix 
the problem on their own. In that same 
regard, students indicate that they have gone 
to the end of what they remembered, I might 
prompt them once to see if it jogs their mem-
ory, but then I allow them to sit down. Keep-
ing students in front of their peers while they 
are failing is going to diminish all the confi-
dence they have gained through the unit. 

• Finally, have fun on the day of the recitation. 
I have been known to bring in hot cocoa, 
apple cider, and cookies to share while we lis-
ten to the beautiful words being recited. We 
turn off the florescent lights and plug in 
multiple lamps to give the classroom a softer 
feel. Some students like to snap when people 
have finished instead of clapping like they do 
at other poetry readings. I allow each class to 
take the lead and set the tone for the presen-
tations. The ownership over the environment 
in which they will recite their poems does 
wonders for building confidence.

Practice and drill learning is not seen in a fa-
vorable light these days (Ausubel). Despite the fact 
that memorization is often lumped into this form of 
learning, the repetition needed to memorize prose 
gives students a goal to reach for and something to 
be proud of when accomplished. In addition, prose 
memorization and recitation is a great and practi-
cal place to start working toward developing public 
speaking activities within the English curriculum 
(Stratton). There is something profound about being 
around someone who is able to rattle off some tidbit 
of famous literature from memory (Hipple). If I can 
get the majority of students excited about poetry and 
public speaking all in one shot, that is a significant 
accomplishment. 
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READWRITETHINK CONNECTION Lisa Storm Fink, RWT

Having explored how Robert Hayden uses consonance, assonance, and alliteration to illustrate a complex relation-
ship between a father and a son in “Those Winter Sundays,” students engage in a variety of vocal activities and 
performance techniques based on word sounds. Students then prepare a recitation of the poem for small- group 
performances and compare their interpretative choices as part of the reflection process. http://bit.ly/2i4394j 
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