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For Viveca Lindfors And every soul who Dares to Make a difference.


PROCEEDS FROM THE SALES OF THIS BOOK GO DIRECTLY TO THE OUTREACH PROGRAMS AT
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It is important that I tell you their names . . .


—Ta-Nehisi Coates
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FOREWORD


BY TIM ROBBINS
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I grew up at a time and in a place where art was flourishing. My public school education in New York City provided classes devoted to visual, mechanical, and theatrical arts. It was a requirement to learn a musical instrument. Poetry was a key component in our study of English.


As we progressed into the ’80s and ’90s, however, the troglodytes setting policy and making budgets began the slow decline and ultimate decimation of funding for arts education in our public schools. As this money disappeared, dropout rates increased. As dropout rates increased, crime rates rose. As crime rates rose, more prisons were built. We criminalized more and more nonviolent offenses, and our jails were soon full of young men and women who had fallen from the margins of society into a web of incarceration. In the last twenty years, twenty-two prisons were built in the state of California and, in that same time, only two universities. In my work inside prisons, I regularly encounter the results of our failed education policy. Anecdotally, I can tell you that roughly 80 percent of those incarcerated had little to no arts education in their public schools.


So is there a connection between our education policy and our incarceration rate? Undoubtedly. Ask any child lucky enough to be involved with arts programs. Ask the kids at Get Lit or Inner-City Arts or in programs we run at the Actors’ Gang. The arts are a lifeline for children with learning difficulties or those not gifted with mathematical brains or those who, try as they will, can’t get excited about the periodic table.


My access to the arts as a freshman and as a sophomore in high school was the only reason I had any enthusiasm to go to school. I was lost in other subjects. My brain wasn’t made that way. Was I stigmatized? No. I had teachers who understood that I was not on my way to a career in physics and encouraged the talents that I did possess. One of them, an English teacher named Thomas Dolan, got me involved in theater. Today, Tom Dolan would probably not have a job.


Depriving our children of the arts—a passion that may keep them interested in their own education—is, in essence, giving up on those children. It is basically eliminating the sole reason that many of those children may have to stay involved with their education. Our current education policy is not only detrimental to a child’s education; it is also a threat to the safety and health of society at large.


I have personally seen and met with hundreds of children whose lives have been turned around by art. Most inspiring have been the teen poets from Get Lit, who, through their involvement with this organization, have reignited their commitment to their own education. It wasn’t the government that made this happen. It was the passion and belief of one individual, a young mother and actress named Diane Luby Lane, who made Get Lit happen. It was her vision and her relentless pursuit of funding for her vision that created an outlet to inspire the kids that our schools had left behind.


And inspire she did. Not only the children who became part of Get Lit but also everyone who has heard the words that have come out of these young poets’ souls. I have sat at the monthly Get Lit poetry slams at the Actors’ Gang theater and have witnessed lives transformed by art. I have heard passionate and talented young artists testify their truth. I have seen the shy and intimidated become strong and empowered. I have wept at the profound effect that words can have on all of us and have been reminded of the purpose and mission of poetry itself. I have seen young poets from Get Lit go from alienated youth to college-bound scholarship students.


It doesn’t take much. It takes individuals like Diane. She held a light out so that they could find their way. This essential light that Get Lit provides gives children an illuminated path away from gangs and the fast track to the prison system that is all too prevalent in the United States.


I hope someday the troglodytes figure out the connection between the arts and public safety. When our leaders finally understand that arts education is an essential and necessary part of a child’s development—when comprehensive arts programs are provided that leave no child behind—let us have the grace and empathy to applaud our leaders for their vision and forward-thinking policy. This change must happen. It is essential if we want a future where the United States doesn’t lead the world in incarceration rates.


But until then, it is Diane and the warriors at Get Lit whose good efforts, hard work, and commitment to poetic literacy will create a brighter future. It is the teachers like Thomas Dolan and the volunteers who have the vision to see the individual within the child as essential—people who put in unpaid time to point those kids in a direction that is good for who they are and who they can become, rather than crippling them with the expectation of curriculums that choke them. Soon we will understand as a society that holding up a light for one child is not enough. It is our civic responsibility to see to it that every child has the capacity and the confidence to light their own path, leaving us stunned, inspired, and applauding in their wake.


Tim Robbins is an Academy Award–winning actor/writer/director and the founder of the Actors’ Gang and the Actors’ Gang Prison Project.




FOREWORD


BY LUIS J. RODRIGUEZ
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In a world where Bill O’Reilly gets to yell on TV for ideals without facts, Judge Judy disrespects defendants as if having a black robe makes her immune from basic human decorum, and Ann Coulter can claim Anglo culture is the most cultured, where are the voices that speak out for all our humanity, in all its complexities, flavors, colors, tongues, practices, and stories?


One place for sure is among the young people, teachers, and mentors of Get Lit Players in Los Angeles. This is a city where guns can be obtained by anybody in any neighborhood, but books cannot be bought for miles across South and East LA and the northeast San Fernando Valley.


This is a city that provides 60 percent of the state’s massive prison system—at $10 billion a year with 140,000 prisoners—and has the nation’s largest homeless population. Yet LA also has some of the highest-priced homes and office buildings in the world. Where you can enjoy foods from everywhere—Mexico, Thailand, Armenia, Korea, El Salvador, the Philippines, Japan, China, Oaxaca, you name it—but where 85 percent of students are so poor they qualify for free or reduced lunch.


The power of Get Lit Players is not just the poems they’ve mastered from Walt Whitman, Langston Hughes, and Pablo Neruda, but also their own stories, images, fears, thoughts, visions, and hopes. How they’ve used singular unique personas and combined them with others to create a dance of words, emotions, and ideas.


These young people, unlike most adults—from politicians to TV personalities to journalists—tread boldly into the hard and nuanced spaces in our society, including the ugly, dark, and forbidden, and bring back a bounty of beauty and truth.


This is transformative the way poetry should be: from the soul of a person to the soul of the world. The impact is deep in one’s being but also in our environment, so that the parameters of true justice, equity, cooperation, and freedom are clear and integral yet linked to healing and alignments that make us whole, interconnected, and filled with possibilities that only an engaged imagination and heart can realize.


I’m honored to be part of this book showcasing how the vitality of our youth is still intact despite many economic, political, and cultural barriers. Get Lit Players are for real, in a time when “real” is often deceit, manipulation, and illusion. They prove that there is no greater morality than the morality of living out a full, destined, and adequately resourced life.


Luis J. Rodriguez is Poet Laureate of Los Angeles, author of Always Running: La Vida Loca: Gang Days in LA, as well as founding editor of Tia Chucha Press and cofounder of Tia Chucha’s Cultural Center & Bookstore in the San Fernando Valley.




INTRODUCTION


[image: Images]


In Los Angeles, the Get Lit Players are kind of like rock stars. They perform for thousands of their peers each year, and teens from California to Iceland can recite their work by heart. Kids create fan pages and fan art devoted to them. The Players are famous for the poems they perform by classic poets like Maya Angelou, Jimmy Santiago Baca, Langston Hughes, Pablo Neruda, and so on, and for the poems that they create in response to those classics—like Maia’s “Perfect,” Raul’s “Can I Speak About My Culture?” and Rhiannon’s “Smile.” These poetic responses are actually studied in schools. In a time when power stems from popularity, these poets are throwing their power to things that matter, with their own words and self-expression as their tools.


What is poetry, you ask? Poetry is a language of the soul. It is the way we express the things that can’t be said. It is the truth escaping from our kneecaps and eyes and fingers, bursting out of our pores and our pens. It is THE TRUTH without filter or interference of mind, society, rightfulness, or appropriateness. It is what we feel and never say. It is a melding of all of the feelings we had as children before we tucked those feelings away. It is who we were before our first hurt and who we’ve become since. It is the voice of our innermost selves, without judgment. It is the friend we never thought we’d have. It is truth before grammar and structure and school. It is also the cultivated stream after grammar and structure and school. It is learning to take that wild, natural earthquake inside and shape it, share it—through precision, thought, and skill. It is a means to communicate secrets of the soul with others—a new language, a new way to bring what’s wild into the world.


Poetry is everywhere! It is the lines printed on coffee mugs, the chants of the playground, the poignant prayers of childhood, the songs we can’t stop singing. I have watched poetry change lives. It has changed mine. Maybe it will change yours too.


Get Lit was founded in 2006, and it now reaches over tens of thousands of young people each year who transform their lives, families, and communities through the art and social activism that comes from finding one’s voice. Get Lit builds scholars—not statistics—through this youth-led revolution that lets teens reclaim their educations and unearth their potential. There are students who literally go to school just so they can go to Get Lit. We’ve seen poets go from impoverished backgrounds to elite universities and beyond.


This is a real revolution, and it is needed now more than ever. Here are the numbers: 98 percent of our Get Lit Players go to college, 70 percent with merit-based scholarships. Over 97 percent of teachers see a significant increase in attendance, engagement, and academic excellence in students who have completed the Get Lit curriculum. Amid California’s literacy crisis, Get Lit is a homegrown, award-winning remedy that is now taught all over the globe. Our simple but unique methodology is used in schools by teachers and also by student youth leaders, from Bakersfield to Baton Rouge to Brazil.


The Get Lit Players are the ambassadors of this work, and each year they are selected through an arduous audition process. These are the poets you will meet in this book. They have, over the past few years, burst to international repute by spitting their own raw, fearless truth. They have garnered over one hundred million views on YouTube. The website Upworthy has called them “fearless.” GOOD Magazine in Iceland titled them “The Teen Spoken Word Poets that Enchanted the Internet.” They have performed alongside poets and musicians across the globe, including Questlove at the Kennedy Center in DC, Gloria Steinem on The Queen Latifah Show, and John Legend at the Hollywood Bowl. They’ve even been invited to the White House. In 2014 and 2015, the Get Lit Players performed at the Women in the World Summit at Lincoln Center alongside the likes of Hillary Clinton, Meryl Streep, and Angelina Jolie. They wrote the manifesto for Dove’s #ChooseBeautiful campaign as well as the preamble to the 2015 Global Goals of the United Nations. They are teaching Los Angeles, America, and the world that the voices of youth matter. Your voice matters. You matter.


The young poets who come out of the Get Lit program defy the limits flung at them by society. Why must society label and categorize everything? We are all human. In the words of Henry David Thoreau, “All men are children, and of one family. The same tale sends them all to bed, and wakes them in the morning.”


Most of us learn this beautiful lesson the hard way. In the movie Milk, iconic LGBT activist Harvey Milk (played by Sean Penn) gets a nasty letter with an insulting drawing of himself. Rather than throw it away or stuff it in a drawer, Harvey Milk posts it on his refrigerator. He says we need to look at what people are calling us—stare it straight in the face. Only then will it lose its power. The monster is the scariest when it’s under your bed.


Like all of us, the poets you will encounter on these pages have been labeled. When asked for the name we endured the longest or the stereotype that stung the worst, we answered. Labeling is dangerous because it’s easy.


Real truth is complicated. It is contradictory. It is ever changing. As we are. In the words of Walt Whitman:


Do I contradict myself?


Very well, then I contradict myself.


(I am large. I contain multitudes.)


The time has come to set ourselves free.


This is a revolution. This is a literary riot.


Read on.


—DIANE LUBY LANE


FOUNDER AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF


GET LIT—WORDS IGNITE




HOW THIS BOOK WORKS
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With this book, you can gain entry into the world of words and start benefiting from the power of poetry.


In each chapter, you will be introduced to a Get Lit poet and their personal story. You will then read the classic poem that most inspired them and the response poem they wrote based on that classic. Then you will be given writing prompts and further reading so you can write poems of your own. You might be asking why. Well, the answer is simple: this technique works. It has produced magic, time and time again. And it can create magic for you.


The Stories


This book features the stories and work of nineteen young poets. In Los Angeles literacy rates are staggeringly low, with dropout rates incredibly high. But these young poets are changing that in their schools and communities. And if it can change in LA, it can change anywhere!


These poets are superheroes whose superpower has been to transform their experiences, their differences, their trials, and their triumphs into alchemical gold through poetry. They come from all walks of life. They are different in so many ways, and yet, on a core level, they are also the same as every other breathing person on this planet. They, like you, have something to say, and they deserve to be heard. They have a story, and their story is important.


So is yours.


Scratch beneath the surface. Ask questions. Go deeper.


Claim your classic.


You will be exposed to the classic poems that have been inspiring people since long before Get Lit started. These masters will give you a direct path to go deep, accessing your soul, your pain, your past, and your future. You will know which poems are for you because they will speak to you. They will make your breath quicken; they will make the hair on the back of your neck stand up; they will make you feel seen and understood like never before. That’s when you know a poem is yours. When you find your poem, stay with it for a while. Live with it; read it at different times of the day; memorize it. When you do this, it becomes a part of you, and you become a part of it.


Great art is immortal. It never dies. A classic isn’t a classic because it’s old; it’s a classic because it’s GREAT. In fact, most of the things artists reach for are impossible to realize in their lifetimes. And great books are sacred texts that can’t be reduced to one time and place. Works like Leaves of Grass, Don Quixote, and The Autobiography of Malcolm X come into this world profoundly incomplete; they are waiting for next generations to ask the right questions. Every subsequent generation helps complete them. Our continued listening to the words keeps the thoughts alive, and also keeps us connected to the people who have come before us and the people who will come after us.


Classics are not for an elite few—they are for everyone. These great artists were as human as any of us. Tolstoy was excommunicated by the pope. Emily Dickinson was shy and died with over one thousand unpublished poems in her drawer. Dostoyevsky was a gambler. Their human traits were unique, but what they shared in common was their love for people, and their hunger and their need for existence and expression.


Respond in your own voice.


The classic poems remind us that our experiences are universal, and that means we are never truly alone. Responding to them with your own writing is the heart of Get Lit. Answering back to a poem with your own words, your own poems, is natural—it creates a dialogue. You’re having a conversation with great poets! You’re having conversations with Walt Whitman, Lucille Clifton, and Tupac Shakur!


UN Ambassador Nancy Rubin once said, “Paper is the best listener in the world.” Well, by creating response poems, you can benefit from the wisdom of those you admire and become part of a great lineage of self-expression and courage. When you read each chapter, be a detective: pay attention to the author’s personal story; then see which classic poem they chose and how they responded to it with their own personal poetry. Then we’ll walk you through it so that you can do it too.


This book will guide you.


The questions at the end of each chapter will help spark your own flames of creativity for those who want to write but don’t know how to begin. And for those who are already writing but want some focus, the prompts will fan your flames  .  .  .  transporting you to unexplored areas, mining your life and mind for experiences you can use in your writing.


Embrace the wisdom of the masters.


At the end of each chapter is a list of classic poems for further reading. You can access many of these poems for free by googling. You can also check out poem anthologies at your local library. You will be able to find the poets who inspire you most. Maybe it will be Mary Oliver for her love of nature, or Billy Collins for his humor, or Rumi for his ability to inspire faith and hope, or Charles Bukowski for his candor.


Carry the revolution in your community.


Finally, at the end of the book, in addition to writing and performance guidance, you will find information about how to join a poetry group or start one of your own. You’ll find out how to stay in touch with us at Get Lit. We want to hear from you and be of use to you on your own path to revolution.


Use this book to discover things about yourself. Let poetry enhance your life and, in turn, improve your community and the world.


Welcome to our family.




EARTHQUAKE


RAUL HERRERA
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“Earthquake” has been performed as an individual poem, two-person poem, and even three-person poem. Most commonly performed as a duo poem, it has been performed at colleges and universities and at every kind of political event and commemoration imaginable. It’s about the importance of honoring our ancestors and finding our voice.


Person 1: In 1906 an 8.2-sized earthquake ruptured the San Andreas Fault, killing an estimated 3,000 people.


2: If vibrations break boulders and devastate lives,


Then our words can split open minds and alter the geographical shape of its content.


1: Because sound is vibration.


2: Our verbs are its earthquakes


ALL: And our hands are much like the Richter scale.


1: Charting the magnitude of our words.


2: So when you write,


ALL: Fight the urge to destroy your enemies.


2: Because an earthquake,


1: named Gandhi


2: once told me,


ALL: Even revenge has aftershocks.


2: That even a whisper


ALL: Can cause a revolution.


1: In 2010 a 7 .0-sized earthquake takes the lives of 300,000 Haitians.


2: Do not underestimate


ALL: The Hercules behind your tongue.


2: Your voices are the reasons this planet’s axis is tilted.


1: But your silence is the reason this planet is dying.


ALL: So let’s cause a ruckus!


2: If Earthquakes can destroy lives,


ALL: Our voices can rebuild them.


1: In 2011 a 9.0-earthquake demolishes Fukushima, Japan.


“I have been to the mountaintop and I looked over and I’ve seen the


Promised land.”


2: But the only thing in our way


ALL: Is a mute mountain.


2: So we


ALL: Crumble mountains.


2: We


ALL: Crack rock


2: without needing a pipe.


1: Just give me a word.


2: One sentence can make the ground move like a Tsunami.


ALL: You can see their words cracking the concrete.


1: Cracking


2: Like the backs of the rebels from the past.


1: Cracking


2: Like the blast that killed 2Pac’s laugh.


ALL: Malcolm exited this world


2: believing that his earthquake would cause repercussions.


1: “The future belongs to those who prepare for it today.”


2: So today I have a dream.


1: But my dream wasn’t heard


2: Today I have a dream


1: But my dream was deferred


2: Today I had a dream about a King but the king wasn’t heard.


ALL: The legends are angry.


2: The world is violent


ALL: While we stay . . .


Why?


2: Newton’s 3rd law states,


1: “For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.”


2: For example, if the action is


1: division


2: then the opposite reaction would be


1: communication.


2: Problems react to solutions.


ALL: Oppression reacts to revolution.


The death of Trayvon Martin reacts to Zimmerman’s prosecution.


2: Now this is law.


2: Voices react to vibrations,


ALL: Vibrations react to earthquakes.


2: So if sound is vibration


ALL: Our verbs are its earthquakes.


2: So let’s break the ground our fallen heroes are trapped underneath.


Resurrect poets from graves


ALL: REACT


2: Leaders from being slayed


ALL: REACT


2: Let’s speak with tremors trembling towers.


ALL: Talk like an earthquake.


Be like a rock,


2: And watch this granite planet


ALL: Shake.





1. LOSER


MAIA MAYOR, 17
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Maia’s Story


Sometimes I think about my past failures and I get sad, no matter how inconsequential they seem to be. That time I forgot the lines to a poem onstage and had to read it from my cell phone. That time when no one clapped. Those other times when no one clapped. That time I poured my heart out and then noticed a student sleeping at her desk. That time I made a collect call out of curiosity and had to pay my friend’s mother fifty cents. That time I failed Spanish. That time I failed Korean. That time I failed French. That time I failed ASL.


It is a deep hurt, igniting several other pangs of regret and remorse and embarrassment that come rushing up all at once. And it scares me to know that I am capable of feeling so much all at once. My heart drops into the pit of my stomach when I remember the time I called my mother “ugly.” Fifteen years later and I still want to cry. My heart beats faster and my chest feels like it’s going to implode. My throat closes up. Every part of my body hurts. I think about the time she got me a present I didn’t like and how I left it in the backseat of her car despite her constant reminders. I find it hard to breathe. I can feel it up in my throat and squirming in my bottom jaw. My stomach hurts. I am dizzy. But I wrap my arms around my chest and suppress anything trying to jump out.
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