Youth Writes spent two months with eleven young women impacted by foster care. We asked them their
stories. Then, we invited them to write poems about their life experiences.
The young women responded with enthusiasm and gratitude for the opportunity to have their voices
heard, to be creative, and get paid at the same time!
They expressed their need for more opportunities for education, employment, as well as their desire to
break the cycle of trauma from institutionalized racism and oppression.
They are mothers, sisters and students; daughters and aunties. They are dignified, they are working.
They are struggling. They seek homes, stability and a better life. And not for themselves alone, but for
all youth in foster care.
They are young women of great promise and talent, depth of feeling and empathy. They are women who
strive to move beyond their trauma, even as they are being shaped by it. They are courageous and
vulnerable.
This is a collection of their voices. Their poems speak for themselves. We are honored to have recorded
and gathered them for this publication.
We hope these narratives encourage empathy and understanding for all of the young women, both past
and present that have been impacted by the system of foster care.
This work endeavors for us to see them as complete people, with rich lives full of potential. To see them
as people we don‟t just want to invest in, but people we need to invest in.
Thank you for listening to their voices. From the bottom of our hearts.
Sincerely,
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I can remember the distinct moment I knew our mother had dropped us off for the last time.
As I recall, the four of us had been wakened, washed and made to eat an obligatory breakfast of grits, rice
and corn, before boarding a downtown train to Borough Hall. We walked the sidewalks and sometimes
streets, hand-in-hand, like a sideways soul train line. As the oldest, I took up the rear, my two sisters in
the front, Mom in the middle. Once we made it to the building, she chatted with the apartment owner - a
plump, pleasant enough woman who‟d been introduced to us as Auntie. The chat lasted a bit longer than
usual before she stood up from the kitchen table and came into the living room to give her usual series of
goodbyes – a quiet kiss to the forehead, a hushed „Be good‟, a gentle pat to our hineys – delivered with
her characteristic hunched-over shimmy as she shimmied ever so slightly towards the door. It was the
only affection she‟d ever shown us. So we danced the goodbye dance, as we‟d done so many times
before, and we danced it well, even when we knew it meant she was leaving us. Until then, I‟d never felt
any particular sadness over her departure. We‟d had a tacit agreement that allowed her these temporary
reprieves of maternal responsibilities because she always came back. This dance, this day, was no
different, but we never lived with her again after that.
At 13 years old, my first poem consisted of taking last breaths, fleeting vitality, and the finite moments of
living. I won teen writing contests with essays that questioned the very existence of a higher power;
crafted my first résumé for a young woman who lived in my group home after learning that many of the
residents lacked a skill I had taken for granted.
I wrote to say what my voice could not. I wrote to save the lives I could not. I wrote to turn my tears
into technique, my thoughts into theory, my fears into fury. Writing became my lynchpin, my trademark,
my saving grace. It has allowed me to turn years spent at the mercy of a system into a cannon of love,
misanthropy and promise, which I plan to entitle The LowHearted.
I didn‟t realize it then, but that sadness has cast a shadow over my writing as painfully and purposefully
as a roses‟ demand on the rays of the sun. Reading served as a distraction from the pain; but writing kept
my body guarded from it. It is my honor to edit these narratives, in the spirit of keeping the canon „kept‟.
I once wrote to save lives, now I write with a zealousness to save my own.
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In Youth Writes programming, we use beautiful writing to inspire beautiful writing. Each piece in this
anthology, with the exception of „If You Should See Me‟, contains prompts inspired by the writing of
renowned female poets. We ask questions about the poetic process and explore new vocabulary and
terms. We invite our participants to engage with unfamiliar language and form to illustrate their „poetic
license‟ and inspire them to write with freedom and confidence.
Each Section of this Anthology tackles a separate lens in which we are able to view the Writer‟s
perspective. We are including our writing sources and prompts, so that this anthology can be used as a
teaching tool.
We encourage anyone teaching these poems to practice writing themselves, to not only have a deeper
understanding of the materials but experience what it feels like to respond to these prompts.

Written by poet laureate George Ella Lyons, this poem reflects her growing up in the south.
The template includes the original poem and an example of one written using the template.
https://www.sausd.us/cms/lib/CA01000471/Centricity/Domain/3043/I%20Am%20From%20Poem.pdf

-

Where do you think the author is from? What are the clues?
Are there words and phrases unfamiliar to you?
Do you think she ate the dirt under the back porch? Who would do that?
Did you ever eat anything weird when you were a kid because it looked good, like crayons or paint?

Walk the writer through the poem, filling in the blanks. Help them think of ordinary household items by
naming some yourself. It could be anything from an ironing board to a cookie jar!
That way, you can talk young writers through the process of writing their own version.
Encourage them not to overthink it! Let them know it doesn‟t have to make sense to anyone but
themselves.
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Written by multi-media artist Rachel Eliza Griffiths, http://www.rachelelizagriffiths.com/.

-

Who is the „chosen family‟ in this poem? Do they have to actually exist? Or can they be who the
author wants in a family?
What does her chosen family do for/with her?
What do you want your „chosen family‟ to do for you? How will they treat you?

If it makes it easier for your youth, they can simply start with writing a list!

This writing prompt is intended to spark a conversation about what the difference is between how we are
perceived, and how we would like to be perceived.

-

Do people make assumptions about you when they see you walking down the street?
What are those assumptions?
What would you like them to know about you that they cannot see?

-

If you should see me, you may think that…
What you won‟t see is…
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B7lKPdh_y-8
https://www.sonyareneetaylor.com/the-body-is-not-an-apology
“The Body is Not An Apology began as a conversation between two friends. Natasha feared she had an
unintended pregnancy and when Sonya asked why Natasha had chosen to have unprotected sex with a
casual partner, Natasha shared that her cerebral palsy made it difficult to be sexual and thus she did not
feel entitled to ask her sexual partner to use a condom. Sonya's response was swift, "Your body is not an
apology. You do not use it to say 'sorry for my disability." Sonya and Natasha created what Sonya refers
to as a transformational portal by pre-sensing three critical elements: Radical Honesty, Radical
Vulnerability, and Radical Empathy. It was from this powerful act that The Body is not An Apology was
born.” www.sonyarenetaylor.com

If possible, watch the YouTube video of Sonya reciting the poem with your participants.
Ask yourselves, how do the images in the poem express honoring the body? Particularly a woman‟s
body?
This poem gets to the heart of the tension between women‟s strengths and vulnerabilities. It invites the
reader to consider how they might better protect and honor their own bodies.
-

How do you honor your body?
How do you want other people to honor your body?
What does your body do for you? Can you thank your body in writing?
Do you want to apologize to your body?
What does this poem mean to you personally?
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“Still I Rise” is a poem by the American civil rights activist and writer Maya Angelou.
One of Angelou's most acclaimed works, the poem was published in Angelou‟s third poetry
collection And Still I Rise in 1978. Broadly speaking, the poem is an assertion of the dignity and
resilience of marginalized people in the face of oppression. Because Angelou often wrote about
blackness and black womanhood, "Still I Rise" can also be read more specifically as a critique of antiblack racism. Source: https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/maya-angelou/still-i-rise
If possible, watch the author reading: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qviM_GnJbOM.

-

Start a conversation to examine the meaning of the poem, identifying words and phrases that stand
out.
What is the author writing about here?
What has she risen over, out of, and through? Can you find those lines in the poem?
How does she rise? How would you describe her attitude?
What do you want to rise from? How will you rise?
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Poetry
By George Ella Lyon | 2018
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 am 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 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
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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.
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Poetry
By Rachel Eliza Griffiths | October 1, 2018
When you find your people you‟ll still look over your shoulder sometimes
to see if you‟re being followed. You‟re hoping one or two people you don‟t
know will want to see where you‟re going. When you find your people
they won‟t ask you where you came from because they‟ll already know
& if they don‟t they‟ll be busy putting good food on your plate & asking you
if you‟re hungry or broke. When you find your people they‟ll tell you
to use any bathroom you want, marry anybody you want, work side-by-side
together for long hours in close quarters without any fear of being harmed.
When you find your people they‟ll throw the ball to you, offer you
their love song & say you need to listen to this track & dance with us
whether or not you know all the steps. When you find your people
they‟ll say Do You Remember & you‟ll say Yes until you remember together
the different ways the whole thing happened. When you find your people
they‟ll say wear whatever you want, wear the tightest dress, wear the hot pants,
wear your birthday suit. They‟ll say we love your skin & drag & natural hair
& we love you naturally so please just live & don‟t let anybody kill you
or tell you they‟ve killed you & you‟re just fine the dead way you are. When you
find your people don‟t leave them & don‟t let them off the hook when they are
in the wrong. When they are trying to take themselves out of the world
lay your hands on them & call them yours & yours & yours.
When you find your people be sure you‟ve been preparing your heart
the entire way by loving your difficult self & what you pretend you don‟t know
but you do so that when you see them smiling into your eyes, the soft
or tough flags of their hands covering yours in a truth so light & fierce you see
you all have been midair for some time & could go higher & burn some shit up
if you remembered what else is good everywhere
& everywhere you look.
- 38 -

Poetry
By Sonya Rene Taylor | February 13, 2018
The body is not an apology.
Let it not be forget-me-not fixed to mattress when night threatens
to leave the room empty as the belly of a crow.
The body is not an apology. Present it not as disassembled rifle
when he has yet to prove himself more than common intruder.
The body is not an apology. Let it not be common as oil, ash, or toilet.
Let it not be small as gravel, stain, or teeth.
Let it not be mountain when it is sand.
Let it not be ocean when it is grass.
Let it not be shaken, flattened, or razed in contrition.
The body is not an apology. Do not give it as confession,
communion. Do not ask for it to be pardoned as criminal.
The body is not a crime, is not a gun.
The body is not a spill to be contained. It is not
a lost set of keys, a wrong number dialed. It is not
the orange burst of blood to shame white dresses.
The body is not an apology. It is not the unintended granules
of bone beneath wheel. The body is not kill.
It is not unkempt car.
It is not a forgotten appointment.
Do not speak it vulgar.
The body is not soiled. Is not filth to be forgiven.
The body is not an apology. It is not father‟s backhand,
is not mother‟s dinner late again wrecked jaw howl.
It is not the drunken sorcery of contorting steel round tree.
It is not calamity. The body is not a math test.
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The body is not a wrong answer.
The body is not a failed class.
You are not failing.
The body is not a cavity, is not hole to be filled, to be yanked out.
It is not a broken thing to be mended, be tossed.
The body is not prison, is not sentence to be served.
It is not pavement, is not prayer.
The body is not an apology.
Do not give the body as gift. Only receive it as such.
The body is not to be prayed for, is to be prayed to.
So, for the evermore tortile tenth grade nose,
Hallelujah.
For the shower song throat that crackles like a grandfather‟s Victrola,
Hallelujah.
For the spine that never healed, for the lambent heart that didn‟t either,
Hallelujah.
For the sloping pulp of back, hip, belly,
Hosanna.
For the errant hairs that rove the face like a pack of Acheronian wolves.
Hosanna,
for the parts we have endeavored to excise.
Blessed be
the cancer, the palsy, the womb that opens like a trap door.
Praise the body in its blackjack magic, even in this.
For the razor wire mouth.
For the sweet god ribbon within it.
Praise.
For the mistake that never was.
Praise.
For the bend, twist, fall, and rise again,
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fall and rise again. For the raising like an obstinate Christ.
For the salvation of a body that bends like a baptismal bowl.
For those who will worship at the lip of this sanctuary.
Praise the body, for the body is not an apology.
The body is deity. The body is God. The body is God:
the only righteous love that never need repent.
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Poetry
by Maya Angelou | 1978
You may write me down in history
With your bitter, twisted lies,
You may trod me in the very dirt
But still, like dust, I'll rise.
Does my sassiness upset you?
Why are you beset with gloom?
Cause I walk like I've got oil wells
Pumping in my living room.
Just like moons and like suns,
With the certainty of tides,
Just like hopes springing high,
Still I'll rise.
Did you want to see me broken?
Bowed head and lowered eyes?
Shoulders falling down like teardrops,
Weakened by my soulful cries?
Does my haughtiness offend you?
Don't you take it awful hard
‟Cause I laugh like I've got gold mines
Diggin‟ in my own backyard.
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You may shoot me with your words,
You may cut me with your eyes,
You may kill me with your hatefulness,
But still, like air, I‟ll rise.
Does my sexiness upset you?
Does it come as a surprise
That I dance like I've got diamonds
At the meeting of my thighs?
Out of the huts of history‟s shame
I rise
Up from a past that‟s rooted in pain
I rise
I'm a black ocean, leaping and wide,
Welling and swelling I bear in the tide.
Leaving behind nights of terror and fear
I rise
Into a daybreak that‟s wondrously clear

I rise
Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave,
I am the dream and the hope of the slave.
I rise
I rise
I rise.
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