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Crazy Love: An Overview of My Work in Arts in Education

Thank you Association of Teaching Artists for this great honor and for recognizing my thirty years as a Teaching Artist. I'd also like to congratulate Cass Clarke on her Golden Administrator Award. Cass tells me she was shocked, and I know I was when I received the call from Gary Earl Ross. After clearing up that he didn't just mean the West Side Teaching Artist of the Month, I was even more shocked. I certainly would have sent him a spiffier bio blurb if I'd known, maybe a little less about my cats and a little more about my work.

The Award is a big deal to me, but it's an even bigger deal to my mother. She thinks it's an Oscar. She wanted me to be sure to mention how many hours she and Dad spent reading poetry to me when I was a kid. 

What I really wanted to be was a dancer. There actually was a brief and awkward stint in an Afro-Caribbean dance troupe. It lasted just long enough to prove that poetry, not dance, was my true calling. You can't, of course, make a living at poetry, unless you pass it on to kids. I am grateful to you and to all the organizations who have ever paid me to do what even that most heathen of men, Michael Rutherford, calls God's work. 

That work has come a long way in 30 years—there's even talk now of running a degree program for Teaching Artists. That may or may not be a useful idea—everyone I've ever met who was good at it was crazy, and they don't teach that in school—crazy about their art and crazy about kids. If I could sing any better than I dance, I'd sing the chorus to Crazy Love. That would be the short version of this overview of my work in Arts in Education.

Poetry. When the first reports about poetry in the schools started to come out (columns and kids' poems in the American Poetry Review, Kenneth Koch's first books), my friends and I were hungry to get in on the action, but we had no idea how to go about it. Finally, in 1976, after failing to convince anyone to pay us, we volunteered to run a workshop for senior citizens at Temple Beth Zion. We were in way over our heads. The seniors actually ran us. We said "Wow" a lot and took a lot of dictation, but Ida Shuman, and David and Pearl (I still remember some of their names) were patient with us and we eventually picked up a few tricks of the trade. 

That experience led to an after school program at St Augustine's Center. and then to my first school residency: ten days at the Buffalo Academy for the Visual and Performing Arts paid for with something called ESAA: Emergency State Aid to the Arts. I don't know if that program is still around but Arts in Education funding could certainly use an emergency infusion today. Poetry was not quite as hip with high schoolers then as it is now. I remember trying to convince them for days to write in their own voices and finally, in desperation, bringing in a Tom Waits record. Yes, record. That's how long ago it this was. A couple of minutes of “sleepin till the crack of noon, midnight howlin at the moon,” and they all sat up. "You mean we can write whatever we want?" Yes, yes, whatever you want. And we were off and running.

 A couple of years later, in 1982, just buffalo literary center had its first Writers in Education planning meeting. I remember the date because I was nine months pregnant with Anna at the time and got the best seat on the couch. I also got an assignment: a split residency, mornings at Waterfront and afternoons at school 57, behind the Broadway Market. Debora Ott said that day that she had put together the roster of writers based not so much on their accomplishments, but on personality: in other words, on who was crazy.  

The work was insanely satisfying but it was years before there was enough of it to live on. Slowly though, thanks to just buffalo, ALPS, Gay and Lesbian Youth Services, Young Audiences, and various Teacher's Centers and ESPs, it grew into a living until I found myself one day addressing a seminar at the University of Coimbra in Portugal, where I am the Arts in Education consultant. The students were so envious of my job and in awe of a state that would pay to bring arts to kids. Such a thing would never happen in Portugal, they said. But those same students have just started the first poetry-in-the-schools program in their country. 

I didn't blame them for being envious. I love this work.  Even on my worst day—which might have been the Halloween I dressed up as a witch and tried to coax scary sounds out of an overcrowded class of kindergartners in full riot, and only succeeded in having a little girl throw up what looked like 10 pounds of bananas on my witch shoes—even on that day I knew I was lucky not to be sitting in an office cubicle somewhere pretending to work. 

I was lucky, I am lucky, because of what kids give so fully: whether it’s the contents of their hearts, their minds, or their stomachs. Take Spencer Darby, a chubby little crew-cutted 10-year-old boy. I have this exercise where I put lines from Romeo and Juliet in plastic eggs and kids draw an egg from a bag and use the line in a poem. It was probably pushing it to use it in the fifth grade and I was worried when Spencer pulled a tough line: Could we but learn from whence his sorrows grow. I offered to let him repick, but he said no. When he finished his poem, he even volunteered to stand in front of the class and read it. Here it is:

Could We But Learn 

Could we but learn from whence his sorrows grow.

"Are you hurt?" says his father.

"In a way," says the son.

"Did your friend move?" says his mother.

"In a way," says the son.

"Are you sick?" says his grandmother.

"In a way," says the son.

Are you in love?" says his grandfather.

"Madly," says the son.

Spencer Darby, Grade 5, Warsaw 2003 

Ten years old and full of a courage we Teaching Artists see in the class room every week. Ten years old and he knows if you are going to love, you'd better love madly.

How many times have we all heard teachers say "I never knew Tyrone, or Suzy, or Laquasia, had all of that going on inside?" But we know. And if we ask them with crazy love, and they can smell that we mean it, they give it to us. 

There's a circular feel to the work this year. I've come back to Buffalo Arts Academy, and back to Waterfront, for long-term residencies. I'm even going back to Temple Beth Zion for my niece's Bat Mitzvah this morning. I've had teachers this year who were once my students. For someone who grew up on the road, it is very rewarding to have been a part of a community long enough to watch kids become adults, adults still crazy about poetry. And the kids are taking over; that's how we can tell we are doing something right. Rather than go through a blow by blow of thrity years, I'd like to just touch on a few highlights of this past month. 

I received a call Tuesday from the Albright-Knox. At least that's what the caller ID read. When I answered the phone, it turned out to be James Moffit—a student at the Buffalo Arts Academy. He and some other students are organizing an event at the Gallery and they want it to include a poetry workshop and reading. These are art majors, not poets per se, but that's how comfortable and confident they feel about poetry after years in an ESP project.  

Our young people at Gay and Lesbian Youth Services just came out with their fifth annual poetry anthology. They have taken over the emceeing of their coffeehouses, and taken those coffeehouses out of the GLYS basement and into the community.

And Waterfront Elementary just held their annual Arts Day. A local station had set up a mobile studio in a hallway and the line of kids who wanted to read their poems live on radio stretched around the corner and frightened the young woman dj. The kids were much more professional and articulate than the dj. She said "Wow" a lot and "I had no idea kids had so much going on inside." Sound familiar? 

There's more, always more. But there has been another circle closed this past month. I'd like to take this opportunity to pay my respects to the first poet I ever heard read: Robert Creeley. It was in San Francisco, right before I moved from there to here to go to the University of Buffalo,and I was thrilled to know he was a professor here. Later he wandered into my first poetry reading, which scared me half to death. And later still we'd pass each other in the park pushing our strollers and exchanging one of those Who Woulda Thunk It looks. This conference is about Arts in Education, so I won't read one of Bob's poems, but one by the boy in the stroller, his son, Will. Will turned up in a Beatnik workshop I taught at City Honors. I didn't recognize him as being a Creeley until he read his poem. Here's part of it:

On the Road

I have seen it

slim post card heat/ here we you

minds by road stopped rush of wind face

on glass cool side supply of dust

and heat and guitars

when I was a boy a sense I walked 

here too opium childhood scares heat hours 

(road window) New Mexico to Buffalo to sing 

of this childhood reality. I knew. 

cloud day Maine 

to Los Angeles and back we will go we are 

go you and I to there and back 

polar rays, sun and dust and attics and 

deaths, and this road that discerns where we 

are like visible visual tool of trucks and cars and 

between those us, drive, friend, and quickly: 

let’s get somewhere.
Will Creeley, 9th Grade, City Honors School, 1996

I was pretty shocked at the energy and confidence of the piece until I saw the name at the bottom of the page:  Will Creeley, 9th grade. Will is twenty-three now, but I remembered his poem the minute I heard Bob had died while with his family on yet another Western road trip. And because Teaching Artists never throw anything out, I was able to share it with you today.
Spencer and Will and James are just three poets from this region. I figured out once that I've met over twenty thousand young poets and collected over one hundred thousand poems. I'd like to thank my husband, Tom, and daughter, Anna for graciously putting up with the space these poets and poems take up in our house and in our lives. 

I'd like too, to acknowledge the work of all of you who get up in the middle of the night to get to a school by first period, who drive all over the map each year piecing together a living that does not include sick days, vacations or pensions. I'd especially like to acknowledge the work of my friend Susan Hannen, who finally gave in and took a "real" job. 

Before I sit down I'd like to invite you each to take home a vernal equinox egg and see if you can channel Romeo or Juliet as well as Spencer Darby did. 
Thanks again, and muito obrigada, to all of those organizations committed to kids and to paying Teaching Artists to listen to them. Thanks to the teachers who taught me how to teach, and the kids who teach me why there is an essential, even an emergency, need for poetry on this road that discerns where we are. Let's keep driving this crazy car, friends. It will go. We are go. We get somewhere every day.

