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It’s a Poetry Slam!
Slam poetry is a form of spoken word poetry.  

People write and perform it for others.  But slam 

poets don’t wear costumes or use props or music.  

Some poems have a rhythmic or musical sound 

when read aloud.  Other poems don’t.

Slam poets use words to express thoughts and 

make people feel something.  Their words are 

powerful.  Slam poetry is often about the author’s 

identity, including his or her race or gender.  Or it 

can be fun and silly.

There are rules for slam 

poetry competitions, known 

as poetry slams.  But there are 

few rules for writing the actual 

poems.  Slam poets write 

about anything.  

They use words 

as they wish and 

do not need to 

follow the usual 

grammar rules.

Slam poetry is often about the author’s 

luding his or her race or gender.  Or it 

and silly.
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Students perform onstage 

at the Bronx-Wide Poetry 

Slam Finals.
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About ME
Momma told me to know my story

She said, “Learn you and tell the world as you do”

To dream 3-point shots

but shoot to read everything

& give everything all you got

She warned about his stories found in schoolbooks given to me

Said be ready cause barely anyone in there will look like me

Think like me Like me

Then I found Poetry

Poetry like me

So I started writing

Started writing about me

About What I wanted to see

How I wanted to believe

In who I was to be

So I started writing to learn about me

ME
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—½ Pint Poetics,  

    Ravenswood  

    Elementary School  

    fifth graders,  

    Chicago, Illinois 
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Rhythmic Writers 
Langston Hughes (LANG-stuhn 
HYOOZ) was an American 
poet.  He wrote “jazz poetry.”  
It had rhythms similar to the 
ones in blues and jazz music 
of the time. 

Rhythmic Write
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Write On!
People have always told stories.  Poetry is one 

way to do so.  A construction worker and poet 

named Marc Kelly Smith came up with a new way 

to share poetry with others.  Smith started the 

poetry slam movement.

Smith felt that poets should be free to not 
follow rules.  He thought poetry had lost its 

passion.  In 1986, he started a weekly poetry 

reading.  It was at a jazz club in Chicago, Illinois.  

His readings became popular.  Smith hosted the 

first poetry slam at another Chicago jazz club.  In 

poetry slams, judges from the audience score the 

poets.  The scores are based on the writing and 

performance of the poetry.
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Jordan Perry, 17, recites one of his poems in front of the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial.
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Slam poetry and poetry slams quickly spread 

across the United States.  Slam poets shared their 

work in cafés and clubs.  They read at open mic 

nights.  These are events where inexperienced 

people perform for an audience.  Anyone can go 

on stage to sing, tell jokes, perform poetry, and 

more.  Slam poetry spread to other countries, too.  

Younger writers began to take part.  In 1990, the 

first National Poetry Slam took place.  It was held 

in San Francisco, California.

James Kass helped bring slam poetry to teens.  

He started the group Youth Speaks in 1996.  Other 

groups teach slam poetry to elementary school kids.

That Rules!
Poetry slam rules can vary, but these are common:
 • Poets compete as individuals or on teams.
 • Poets must perform poems that they wrote 

themselves.
 • Poets get three minutes to read one poem.
 • Costumes, props, and instruments are not allowed.
 • Judges are chosen from the audience.  They give  

scores to the poets, which are used to figure 
out who competes in the next rounds and 
who wins.
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TV Time
A television show that aired for five years also 

helped make slam poetry popular.  It was 

called Def  Poetry Jam.  It allowed people  

to watch slam poets in action.

James Kass (center) and Youth Speaks poets attend a premiere party for HBO’s Brave New Voices and Youth Speaks in San Francisco, California.
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Reader’s Guide
1.  What is slam poetry?

2.  Who are some of the people who helped 

shape slam poetry?

3.  Why do people write poetry?

4.  What are some ways to start writing 

poetry?  What would you write about?poetry?  What would you write about?

Olivia Wood, 17, reads 
during a poetry slam at  
the Empire Dine and Dance 
in Portland, Maine.
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