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This is an excellent activity that can be used as a literary portfolio entry.  I introduce this poem by asking the student, “Where are you from?”  Most students say the place or location they were born etc.  Then I explain that people are from more than just a place, they are from the people, the words, and the life around them.  I give them examples like, “I am from buttermilk biscuits and turkey dinners on Sunday.”  I give the kids a chance to say a sentence like that.  Then I read to them the poem, “Where I’m From” from Kentucky poet George Ella Lyons.

After I read the poem to the students and we discuss it, I hand out the “Think Sheet”  that helps the students collect their thoughts.  (I wasn’t able to put boxes around each of the sections of the think sheet on computer, you might want to draw a box around each section).  I go through each section and ask the kids what images do the see or words they hear under each heading.  We go through each one and the kids write down their thoughts.  This will take an entire class period.

The next day we review our think sheets.  Then I write an example “Where I’m From” poem that I wrote on the board.  I show the students how I don’t start each phrase with “I’m From. . .”  I vary my sentences so it doesn’t all look the same.  We discuss my poem and then I reread to them George Ella Lyons poem.  I never give the kids a copy of her poem for fear of copying, and after we discuss my poem on the board I erase it so they won’t copy any of my ideas.

Then I let the kids work on building their poem.  I stress that they don’t have to use their ideas in all the boxes on the think sheet, but try to use at least ten of them.  We talk about adding exciting words and painting a picture in the readers mind.  I also encourage the kids to end their poem with a sentence that sums up their thoughts. 

The kids love this poem and they really do a good job with it.  After the students finish their poems we read them out loud.  Since I use this as a possibly portfolio entry the assessment is in the form of revisions and editing to improve the piece.  I use the holistic scoring guide to show the kids what is needed to be a proficient or distinguish writing piece.

Where I’m From

By George Ella Lyon

I am from clothespins, 

From Clorox and carbon tetrachloride, 

I am from the dirt under the back porch.

(Black, glistening, it tasted like beets.)

I am from the forsythia bush 

The Dutch elm

Whose long-gone limbs I remember

As if they were my own.

I’m from fudge and eyeglasses,

From Imogene and Alafair

I’m from the Know-it-alls

And the pass it ons,

From Perk up! And Pipe down!

I’m from He restoreth my soul

With a cottonball lamb

And ten verses I can say myself

.

I’m from Artemus and Billie’s Branch,

Fried corn and strong coffee

From the finger my grandfather lost

To the auger,

The eye my father shut to keep his sight.

Under my bed was a dress box

Spilling old pictures,

A sift of lost faces

To drift beneath my dreams.

I am from those moments—

Snapped before I budded—

Leaf-fall from the family tree.

“Where I’m From”  Think Sheet
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