
 
Not just rhyme time: Authors bring poetry to area classrooms 
By Rob Novit 

 
Allison McGarry, an East Aiken Elementary School fourth-grader, said she likes to write in her journal. 
After a special program on poetry earlier this week, she has a new appreciation for that form of writing. 
"Poems are a fun way to talk to people," she said. 

Poets and authors Sara Holbrook and Michael Salinger visited East Aiken on Wednesday morning, then 
conducted a workshop for the teachers at USC Aiken after school. They went to Aiken Elementary 
School on Thursday, working with children and teachers throughout the day. 

While the sessions focused on poetry, "it's also about teaching kids to write across the curriculum," said 
East Aiken teacher Sue Gerstenberg. "The main goal is to help them become better writers." 

Gerstenberg and Aiken Elementary teacher Beth Eberhard participated in the Aiken Writing Project at 
USCA with English professor Dr. Lynne Rhodes last summer. During the class, they met husband and 
wife Salinger and Holbrook at a conference in Lexington. 

"Sue and I were both inspired and wanted to share their enthusiasm and expertise with our own faculties," 
Eberhard said via e-mail. The poets worked with third through fifth grades at each school. 

In Vicki Thompson's class at East Aiken, Holbrook led the kids on an activity in which each student in 
turn created a motion like jumping up and down and having his classmates duplicate it. Holbrook then 
invited the children to describe how kids looked doing those movements. The kids then wrote poems, 
using personification techniques of turning a word like "excite" to make it behave like a person. 

It's all about working with images and visual language, Holbrook said, which allows kids to write better 
stories. They can write what they want without realizing it's still heavily structured. 

"We use poetry as a tool," Salinger said. "We try to show it's an artifact for learning for different 
classroom goals." 

Thompson said she enjoyed watching Holbrook work with her students. 

"I think it helped the kids not be afraid to write," Thompson said. "She didn't focus on every period and 
capital letter, so that the kids didn't seem to be so scared of making mistakes." 

Andrea Cummings, also an East Aiken fourth-grade teacher, said the process used by the consultants got 
her students more involved and thinking about using words in a different way. 



"They could see what a word is and what it can and can't do beyond the basic definition," said Cummings. 
"They learned that poetry doesn't have to rhyme. The (consultants) also showed us how to get the kids 
more confident and relaxed in their own writing. All of them were eager to read their poems aloud." 

The response from Aiken Elementary teachers has been overwhelmingly positive, said Eberhard. Even 
before lunch Thursday, several teachers said they had already incorporated some of the ideas from the 
staff development session in their classes. In Eberhard's own class, one of her students was inspired to 
create two original poems.  

"We even had a teacher send out a faculty wide motivational e-mail written as a poem," said Eberhard. 
"By working with both teachers and students, Sara Holbrook and Michael Salinger showed us how easily 
poetry can be incorporated into the whole curriculum and how to use poetry to infuse rigor into classroom 
activities." 


