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1. Introduction 
SLAMbassadors is the longest running spoken word education programme in the UK. 
Over the last 15 years, the programme has been challenging young people’s perceptions 
of poetry and offering a valuable alternative approach to their everyday lessons in school. 
It gives young people the tools and techniques to express themselves, helping them to 
find their own voice and gain confidence, whilst developing positive relationships with 
professional poets, their peers and teachers. For many, it ignites their first spark for spoken 
word.

The programme is led by The Poetry Society working with professional spoken word 
artists to deliver workshops in secondary schools across the UK, as well as sessions in 
primary schools and with key groups. Young people can enter their work into a national 
competition, either through schools or independently. There are opportunities for 
participants to perform at a project showcase in the West End and at a national finale at the 
Southbank Centre. 

Over the years, important lessons have been learnt and the SLAMbassadors programme 
has been finely tuned. This report showcases the positive impacts for participants and 
gives practical examples of how they have been achieved. It also explores the way in which 
The Poetry Society has engaged and supported teachers. The evidence was gathered by an 
independent researcher, through observations, conversations and questionnaires with those 
involved in the 2015 project. Their voices are heard, verbatim, throughout the report. The 
names of the young people have been changed to protect their identity. We hope that by 
sharing these examples of good practice, others may be inspired to join the SLAMbassadors 
programme or to run similar projects themselves.

One of the fundamental things that poetry teaches you is how to be a human being.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

Report by Catherine Mailhac www.mailhac.org, design by Signe L Design www.signeldesign.co.uk
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2. Project overview
SLAMbassadors began life as the Respect poetry slam in 2001, working across London 
to tackle racism in the city. Since then it has grown to be UK-wide, working in schools, 
prisons, youth centres and anywhere where there are young people with stories to tell. Over 
the years the programme has engaged with over 10,000 young people, and uncovered poets 
Anthony Anaxagorou, Kayo Chingonyi, Vanessa Kisuule, Aisling Fahey, Megan Beech and 
NAGA MC, amongst many others.

The programme
The SLAMbassadors programme is a mix of targeted youth workshops, and an open youth 
slam competition. Throughout the year a team of poet educators deliver sessions with 
young people in difficult circumstances. Most recently this has included inner London 
schools, and pupil referral units in the south East. 

The West by North West (WXNW) project is the largest component of SLAMbassadors 
activity and was established to engage with young people in the London boroughs of Brent, 
Camden and Ealing. Within these areas the programme has a particular remit to target 
young travellers and looked after children (children in care). It works through schools, 
traveller sites and centres, and with support groups for looked after children. This stream of 
activity is the main focus of this report. The WXNW programme is generously supported 
by John Lyon’s Charity.

In-school workshops
Workshop sessions are designed to give young people the chance to investigate the theme 
of ‘identity’, exploring their own self-image and their place in the world. After a two-day 
intensive session each participant films themselves performing their finished poem, for 
entry into the national youth slam championship.

The national slam
The youth slam takes place online and is open to all young people aged 12-18 in the UK. It 
is judged each year by a celebrated spoken word artist. Past judges have included Benjamin 
Zephaniah, Scroobius Pip, Kate Tempest and Hollie McNish. The 2015 judge was Anthony 
Anaxagorou, the winner of the first ever Respect slam.

National final
The programme ends with the national final; a showcase for the winners at London’s 
Southbank Centre. After a two-day masterclass the winning poets take to the stage and each 
perform a short set alongside that year’s judge. For many this will be the first performance 
of many as they go on to become established poets.

As well as launching spoken word careers, SLAMbassadors is as much about the many 
hundreds of participants who will not become spoken word artists. It’s about the young 
people who, through their workshops, begin to find their voice and address some of the 
challenging circumstances they face.
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3. Challenging perceptions of poetry 
For many of the young people participating in the SLAMbassadors programme, this is 
the first time that they have encountered spoken word poetry. The WXNW participants 
worked intensely with a professional spoken word artist, who performed their own work for 
the group. They were introduced to pieces by other artists, and discussed the works. Many 
of the participants were surprised and inspired by this style of poetry which challenged their 
traditional stereotypes of the genre. They were particularly interested in the lack of rhyme 
and noticed the emotional, personal content of many of the works. 

What participants say

I didn’t even know that this kind of poetry was 
even done. It is very interesting. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

I’ve never done poetry before. I’ve learnt that poems don’t naturally have to rhyme, some 
do, some don’t. In some cases it can be half and half.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

I learnt that poetry doesn’t necessarily have to be something that is made up - it could be 
something true, something dear to you.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

It’s just opened up a whole world of writing for me in terms of style. And it has 
introduced me to all these new poets. 
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015

[The poets] were inspiring. They let their emotions go.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

Image: SLAMbassadors WXNW workshop; credit: Hayley Madden for The Poetry Society
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It was emotional. It is better because you can learn more about poetry, we have never 
done much poetry. We have done one half term about poetry and then we have done [a] 
test. And here you learn different types of poetry. Before I thought that there is one type 
of poetry, rhyming, but this is a different one.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

For a lot of young people it’s their first reference to poetry outside of the curriculum and 
seeing it as something that is very relatable, very current and contemporary is a massive 
galvanising tool in to them wanting to be poets, to be future writers.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

[The poet] performing live in the classroom is priceless. I saw the reaction on their faces - 
they were transfixed. They probably didn’t understand half of it, but they understood the 
emotion.  
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015

The spoken word examples which were shown often tackled challenging personal issues, 
and explored identity in various ways. Works shown included:

•	 Caleb Oluwafemi - Children of the ‘Narm
•	 Charles Bukowski - A smile to remember
•	 Rafeef Ziadah - We teach life, sir.
•	 Javon  Johnson - ‘Cuz he’s black 
•	 Neil Hilborn - OCD

Introducing examples of spoken word 
With one group, seeing Rafeef Ziadah perform We teach life, sir on YouTube prompted 
a spontaneous burst of applause from one class. The facilitator picked up on their 
enthusiasm, and probed the group further, asking them to explain why they had applauded. 
They liked that she had given her own perspective, as well as sharing other peoples’ 
thoughts. They also said they enjoyed the repetition and the way that she spoke. Javon 
Johnson’s work Cuz he’s black prompted discussions around the way in which he flipped 
the poem from something cute and funny, to something much more serious and emotional. 
The group noticed how he had played with his voice, and used words which people would 
understand. They felt that they related to this because they had seen the issue presented on 
television. Showing these high quality examples not only provokes interesting discussions, 
but also illustrates alternative approaches to writing poems, which, for example, may not 
rhyme.    

What participants say
 

[I value] seeing them realise that poetry is not 
just for someone who has been to Oxford or 
Cambridge, or for 19th century Romantics. It is 
in the cultural fabric of our society. It is absolutely 
everywhere from films to paintings to advertising. 
Poetry is in everything. And to say to them – ‘Take 
it, it’s yours, do your thing…’
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015
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4. An immersive, alternative approach
Introducing a professional spoken word artist to a school context can offer a refreshing, 
alternative approach to everyday lessons. The young people enjoyed encountering a 
different perspective, and hearing a fresh voice. The participants valued the way in which 
the facilitators used language differently and made the poetry accessible to them.   

What participants say

We don’t normally get to see people like that. It’s helpful to develop our skills. He has 
more knowledge on poetry. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

It was good to have new teachers from other points of view to teach us stuff. It was nice, 
it was inspiring the way that they talk, the language they use.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

It’s cool to learn from a professional. He introduces us to the word [sic] in a way that we 
can understand. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

It was amazing. It really got me thinking because one of my main ambitions is to 
become a writer of some sorts, and it got me thinking a lot more and, having an actual 
poet involved in the workshop, it was a lot easier to present my ideas and it made me 
more able. I thought ‘Wow! I could actually do this!’. From her background, how she has 
managed to get to where she is now... 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

It’s about his experience [as a professional poet] - he can teach us new stuff. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

He is great. He is not boring. You can’t get bored because he is trying to focus on each 
person in the classroom and explain it completely. And he is trying to put energy in to all 
of his words to make it not boring, even at the end of the day. So now I still like working 
here and I didn’t get bored.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

It was such an unbelievable thing to see our three girls bring poems that did not exist a 
week ago to life; vibrant and complex. [The poet] was the catalyst for that and the fruits 
of her labours with that group shone from that stage today! Between you both, you have 
fused that group of disparate elements into a range of gems that are only just beginning 
to understand their value!
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

The combination of the session leader being both 
a non-teacher and a professional poet seemed 
to liberate a lot of the kids and made them 
experiment in ways they wouldn’t usually. 
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 
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A two-day programme 
The programme gives participants the chance to immerse themselves in spoken word 
for two full days. This experience gives participants time to really think and engage with 
spoken word. In the school context particularly, this offers a sense of freedom and flexibility 
which pupils responded well to. 

Participants benefited from the combination of being off timetable, with a more relaxed 
structure and different atmosphere, often coupled with working alongside pupils from 
different classes. There is a sense of freedom, openness and equality which is liberating for 
the young people involved. It was useful to be clear on the parameters for this alternative 
approach with pupils and teacher. 

What participants say

It was different because a whole day of doing one thing is really good. I think what I’ve 
written is good. Once when I was in primary school I tried it and it didn’t work out well 
but this is good. At first it was hard and then it got easier as we learnt more. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

Giving them room to think, [the poet] gives them a 
lot of time. They don’t get that time in class, so for 
them they’re getting a whole day which they don’t 
normally get, to focus. He gives them room. 
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015

Image: SLAMbassadors WXNW workshop; credit: Hayley Madden for The Poetry Society
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It is much better than […] in school, because in school you don’t get as much 
opportunity to be as creative as we were today. Most of the time they tell you to die it 
down, it is too much, you need to do this, and do that, and it is quite structured. But 
with these workshops it was structured, but in a way that we could still portray our own 
feelings, our own emotions, or own ideas, without needing that strict guidelines we get 
in school.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

It is a high impact project - the workshop days immerse the young people in this world 
of writing. It reconfigures the space that they occupy everyday into a space where rules 
don’t exist - where the hierarchy of academia doesn’t exist. SLAMbassadors doesn’t 
pretend to not disrupt. It does and for that reason it works really brilliantly well for all 
involved. 
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

It’s important to get the right mix of kids – not necessarily the Gifted & Talented kids 
but the ones who have an interest in language, social commentary, politics, anything 
along those lines. Once you have a nice group of kids and you have a good facilitator, the 
outcomes are great. I’ve had workshops where it’s been– supposedly the G&T kids – but 
they’ve been so inhibited with what they are allowed to say and do, perhaps because the  
school is very strict, so there has to be a balance between leniency and not having those 
inhibitions that interfere with their writing.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

The teacher [was] ABSOLUTELY MAGICAL. Really gathered a group of kids from 
every year in the school and every ability and his enthusiasm was a dream to work with. 
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

Creating original work 
Within the confines of the secondary school curriculum, poetry is now often only explored 
through analysing existing poems, rather than creating new work. The SLAMbassdars 
programme gives young people the opportunity to create rather than to just critique. The 
project also responds to an emerging gap in the curriculum, by allowing young people to 
focus on speaking and listening skills in a creative way. 
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What participants say

It is different. I prefer this to doing our regular [lessons]. You get a bit of free time. Not 
constant copying or being told what to do all the time. It’s like free flow.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

It’s fun. It’s different to what we normally do in lessons with poetry. Normally we just 
studying and understanding what the poem is about, but now we are getting to write our 
own. It’s about the structure. You can write what you want to, it’s your own piece. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

The curriculum is built to create critics and analysts of poetry, rather than poets. 
SLAMbassdors, and anything to do with poetry facilitation – it is to do with your words 
– not Simon Armitage, Carol Ann Duffy, John Agard – it is about what you think and 
feel, about how we can cultivate that. The curriculum is not interested in that.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

The Speaking and Listening unit is being taken out 
of GCSE. It is a massive gap, this is helping to fill 
the gap. So they are learning judgement, listening 
skills, articulating their ideas, confidence building. 
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

Image: SLAMbassadors national final; credit: Kevin Lake for The Poetry Society
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5. Returning young people’s voices 
In the words of SLAMbassadors Artistic Director Joelle Taylor, ‘our passion is to return 
voices back to the people who have been silenced, people we don’t listen to, the young people of 
the UK…’  The programme aims to help young people explore and express their own ideas 
and emotions. This is achieved through encouraging independent, critical thought and 
expression, whilst engaging in challenging thinking and discussions around identity. 

Young people were encouraged to express their emotions and feelings, and present them 
in their own way. For many this was a positive, cathartic, experience which sometimes 
touched on very personal issues. In some cases, for example when the issue of suicide was 
mentioned by one pupil, it was important that the teacher was present and therefore able to 
provide further avenues of support if needed later. 

What participants say

Whatever emotion you are feeling, just let it out in 
your poems.  
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015 

The best thing about it is to have fun and express yourself the way you want to, it is 
about you! It is not about doing what other people say. It is not about following or 
making people happier by your presence or making people like you by your presence. 
It is about you and about how you feel, and about portraying yourself and your own 
thoughts.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

Image: SLAMbassadors WXNW workshop; credit: Hayley Madden for The Poetry Society
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Poetry should be part of the curriculum, hands 
down, it is not even just about English, but about 
expression. When you have behavioural issues, it 
is about expression, or lack of expression: ‘I don’t 
know how to tell you that I’m angry’, or ‘I don’t 
know how to express how I actually feel.’ Poetry 
gives people that forum, especially young adults. 
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015

Pupils in both groups were inspired, worked hard on their poems and often poured a lot 
of heart and soul into their writing. 
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

Last year four or five traveller girls performed, they were just great. They did a bit of 
song and bit of storytelling. It is a storytelling culture, but this is a modern way of doing 
it. They presented it differently to all the other children. They presented it as a group 
with one person starting and the others doing bits. We all have our story. It might not 
be about hardship, it might just be about what they like. I think they are hard to engage 
in secondary as they’re at the age of thinking they want to leave school and go and work. 
The relationships can be quite difficult between families and schools.
SLAMbassadors local authority contact, 2015

It has given students the confidence to gain a voice – English teachers have noticed. It 
has been excellent ‘therapy’ for students who are dealing with issues.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

Very good, very powerful. We liked the fact that The Poetry Society gives young children 
the opportunity to express themselves.
SLAMbassadors finalist parent/carer, 2015

It is giving them a voice, and public speaking, it should not be the preserve of the a few.
SLAMbassadors finalist parent/carer, 2015

Poem

They told me to kill myself
I made the right decision
I’m still here
Extract from poem by a participant
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What was good? The things that came out of the writing, some of the issues, some of the 
embedded issues. If it has not been picked up already and been followed up, it would 
be something we would follow up. I think this is a beautiful thing, because it is the 
probably the only medium in which they can express themselves. If you speak to a child 
and say ‘What’s up? What’s wrong?’, sometimes you get nothing...but if you give them a 
creative forum then they might open up. It was really powerful today…
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015

It gives them permission to speak.
SLAMbassadors looked after children support worker, 2015

What you have created with SLAMbassadors is so much more than an arts experience; it 
is therapy and care work, rescue and rebuilding! It is so vital and I’m am so appreciative 
of being a part of today!
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

Poem

We who live a long, dishonest life of depression and hope.
We who know no home;
No place of rest and reconsideration
When we sit on pale hospital beds
And see the sharpened scars upon our arms.
When our lives are burned and crushed
And we cannot gain even our own trust.
This is our time to shine from dull to bright
In the darkest depths of our lonely soul,
For times when our forgiving hearts
Are in need of a loving, protected home.
Extract from poem by a looked after child participant

Poem

I was once an angry upset and scared lion
Who was always being abused and never fed.
If I had to pick a colour of how I used to feel
It would have to be black.
If I was a plant it would be a black dying rose
With thorns so sharp that it could cut through the abusers
And get into foster care, adoption or a children’s home;
So I can get the feeling that at least one person loves me
Like I was their own child.
If I was to choose a time of day it would be nighttime,
Because of the sadness I felt that night.
The room I would be in would be a dark, lonely room.
That night though, I had a wish to be able to see the light
And to feel a bit of happiness in my life.
It happened the following day;
I knew it because I smiled.
Poem by a looked after child participant
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Identity
The core central theme of identity is very strong and works well for engaging young 
people. It provoked dynamic discussions encompassing religion, marriage, bullying, 
abuse, race, family and mental health to mention but a few. The conversations raised 
awareness of things which others in the group might be experiencing, helping to promote 
understanding. It was evident from the work produced that the young people had really 
engaged with the theme.  

What participants say

We had that debate about identity which was really good. It makes everyone involved 
because they have their own say and they want to say what they think which I think was 
pretty fun. And when you had to write the poem about yourself, you could really show 
your skills and show people what you like and what you do.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

The debate I found the most interesting part of today. Everyone had their own opinion 
and it helped us with imagination and creativity.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

The general discussion was a really big part, because everything that we spoke about, you 
could see remnants of it in their writing, which was really, really nice. Even in the more 
intricate subject matters, stuff about identity, they tackled it, and it was poetic. That is 
basically what gets them thinking about the intellectual side of this and then you have to 
think about how you are going to deal with it artistically.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

I got the Highly Commended. I’m really happy about it. I’ve always loved spoken word 
so I thought I should just enter a poem. It was about the whole idea that people keep 
perceiving Muslims as terrorists, and I was trying to show how ordinary I was. I’m just 
the same; I listen to Coldplay, I like spoken word, I like seeing my friends. I’m not that 
different to everyone else. It’s made me more confident to do other things.
SLAMbassadors national slam entrant, 2015

It’s made me more aware of the world, and the problems it faces in general. Everyone in 
the team has experienced such different things, not that I haven’t lived through things, 
but I‘m a bit wiser about why people do poetry and why I do poetry and connected to it 
more.
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015
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Workshop: Identity
Snapshot of a SLAMbassadors workshop, 2015

What is identity?
Don’t think - just write everything down. Thinking comes when you are older and 
have grey hairs…  Brainstorm - then we’ll read stuff out and if you’ve not got it, you 
can add it to your list - we are collaborating… 
 
Pick 4 or 5 big ones from your list. 
Now we are having an intellectual discussion around identity.
Feel free to disagree, feel free to debate.
No swearing, no cussing, we are renaissance men.

We judge people on how we look….good or bad? 

Are we defined by society, or do we define ourselves first? A bit of both? These are 
the options. We live in a tick-a-box society… but we are not tick-a-box.

Is religion oppressive? To put down? To restrict? To control? 

What is race? How do we define race? Tricky to work out …

Marital Status - If you are married, do you know more about relationships? What 
about civil partnership? Are people who are married more mature? Who wants to 
get married? Is marriage about ownership? Why do women have to pick between 
Miss or Mrs? 

Draft a poem about identity, what it means to you. It does not have to rhyme. 
Do not write an essay… Poetic writing, artistic, creative, interesting. You can use 
dictionaries, thesauruses…
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Poem

I am from Somalia 
where the land was once fearful, 
where everyone used to laugh along the street and 
have a smile on their face no matter what 
but everything changed.

I am from Somalia 
where war once ravished the land and people died 
where you couldn’t walk through the street without being stopped 
but now the war stopped life is gradually going back to how it was 
but 25 years can do so much to someone.

I am from Somalia.

I am from the light brown sand that covers every street. 
I am from the smile etched on everyone’s face.

I am from Somalia.
Draft of Poem by participant 

Poem

I am from Morocco,
I am from hot summer days on the beach
I am from cool seawater running across my feet
I am from tasty warm dishes in the evening
I am from a cosy, good feeling.

I am from London
I am from rainy days at school
I am from weird walks that make me look cool
I am from footy sesh
Draft of Poem by participant 

Image: SLAMbassadors national final; 
credit: Kevin Lake for The Poetry Society
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Critical thinking 
The programme proactively encourages young people to think critically for themselves, 
which results in a feeling of empowerment and ownership of the work they produce. 

What participants say

That is the thing about literature, it isn’t owned by 
anyone else, your work is your work.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

[There is] a turn in their relationship with language and their ability to articulate their 
thoughts…
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

The fact that they are redrafting neat is a sign of something - that they want to preserve 
and look after it.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

She kind of taught us how we could think of ideas.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

Workshop: Question everything
Snapshot of a SLAMbassdors workshop, 2015

Stand up!
Sit down!
Stand up!
Sit down!

… I’m waiting for someone to question this!

Question everything! Everything you do… question it! There is intelligence in 
disobedience and rebellion.
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6. Developing tools and techniques
SLAMbassadors WXNW workshops help young people to develop tools and techniques to 
express themselves through spoken word. Poet Anthony Anaxagorou encouraged the group 
to become ‘mindful wordsmiths’. The facilitators explicitly used technical terminology and 
did not dumb down their vocabulary. From beatboxing to imaginary flowers - exercises 
explored creative thinking, use of language, structure, editing and performance. Inspiration 
was also taken from watching films of professional poets performing their work. The young 
people were able to talk about the new techniques they had learnt, and to see how this 
helped them to express themselves. 

What participants say

Really good! Particularly what we did yesterday 
with the metaphors, with the animals… It taught 
me a new way to do writing, I’d never really done 
that before. I learnt that there were more ways to 
put things - that you don’t have to come out really 
direct, you can mix it about. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

Joelle likes metaphors and she likes repetition.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

[The poet] has also shown how when you are writing… you can make… you can really 
show, you can really make them feel it. How to use your voice, like she uses her hand, 
like hand gestures, she has really taught me a lot…
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

It has given me the chance to express my feelings in poems. Taught me how to order my 
poems better and how to structure them.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

I enjoyed specific aspects of poetry. The rhythm of poetry gets stuck in your head and 
when you write a rhythm you feel proud.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

I’m generally a page poet, this is more performance. I’ve had to learn how to speak 
poetry and learn the techniques.
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015



There is a lot to it. When they feel they have got the whole package – you are looking at 
drama, you are looking at theatrics, you are looking at artistry – all the different facets 
that impact on poetry and how to recite a poem well and, when they feel they are getting 
all of that substance, they think this has been very productive. And they have a massive 
interest in it. When they watch poems on-line they are saying ‘that’s alliteration’ and they 
know about cadence, intonation and voice.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

Teachers have suggested that I’m not as verbose, but I actually turn it up with the kids. 
Because what you are doing is saying – I look like you, I come from the same place as 
you and I’m using multi-syllabic words – you can do it too. It definitely impresses them 
and it makes them want to do it too. I’ve had kids use words like grandiloquence in a 
sentence before, because I said it and they said ‘What does that mean?’ and they wrote it 
down. […] If you tell them what it means then they’ll use it. It’s lazy people who don’t 
use it and think it’s intimidating or alienating.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

I think what [the poet] does really well is get to their level instantly, assess where they 
are at. He meets them at their level, but then he takes them up to his level. This is about 
raising aspirations in terms of word selection, and uses of words, and confidence. So he 
is from where you guys are from but now I’ve had this rich experience, and you have to 
apply yourself. He is really real. These boys they can cut through a lot, so his approach - 
‘This is who I am’ - works.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

Students were engaged in the activities and enjoyed being shown YouTube videos of 
professional readings as well as watching the poets perform live. Many of them borrowed 
ideas from the high quality models they were given and were able to come to the front 
and express themselves in front of peers safely. Not all of them would necessarily have 
felt as comfortable doing this in normal lessons. 
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015

Yesterday we did writing exercises, we had 
a photograph and wrote from that, practicing 
performing, and we all went home and had 
verbal diarrhoea.
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015

 

Image: SLAMbassadors WXNW showcase; credit: Hayley Madden for The Poetry Society 19
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Workshop: Nouns & Adjectives
Snapshot of a SLAMbassadors workshop, 2015

What is this?
It is a water bottle…Remember the goldfish [in Bukowski’s poem] - they weren’t 
goldfish. So this water bottle could be whatever you want - a hazard to nature - a 
symbol of death - it hurts the earth…
I see this as life and hope. It reminds me of my grandma – empty, and my 3 week 
old son - full up. 

Nouns - proper, improper, concrete, abstract…
Underline 5 nouns that exist in your poems.
What is a noun? Something you can touch and feel.
 
You have to tell them something they don’t know…Apply a word. This bottle is 
bleeding, it is orphaned, it is divorced, there is no life…
 
Personification. Human beings only care for things they identify with. We don’t care 
if the bottle is empty. We care if it is bleeding…abstract, surreal, divergent thinking 
outside the box.
 
One adjective added, surreal….to give it a human quality. Cliché is the antithesis of 
art and creativity. It is tricky!

Feedback and support 
One group explored rhythm through beat boxing. They were each asked to imagine they 
were a drum kit. One boy who was clearly very skilled at beat boxing revealed that he’d 
never done it in front of anyone before. This experience pushed some participants out of 
their comfort zone, but even those who were shy, joined in quietly and were praised by the 
poet: ‘You are the butterfly drum!’’

The young people worked on redrafting and editing their poems, which for many 
participants seemed to be a new concept. Having the time to really focus on one work 
was important here. They had feedback from the poet, teachers and support staff as well 
as learning to give (and receive) feedback on each other’s work. It was great to see the 
participants emulate the specific praise offered by the facilitators, ‘I really like those lines you 
wrote.’

What participants say

[You want to] elevate the writing - you are basically telling them how to make something 
poetic, you build imagery, you juxtapose, you personify…’
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

The editing was really good – getting them to critique each other’s work and think 
critically about writing is an important part.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015
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7. Developing confidence
The programme gives many participants a big confidence boost, as they successfully push 
themselves to try new things, create and perform their own works, and receive positive, 
constructive feedback from professional poets. 

SLAMbassadors encourages young people to have a go, and to try something new, 
potentially beyond their initial comfort zone. From acquiring new knowledge or writing 
personal poems, to meeting new people or braving the stage – successfully conquering these 
challenges results in a real sense of achievement, which breeds confidence. 

What participants say 

I don’t like to go up [to perform], so it was kind of hard, but it was cool. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

I’m really a shy guy. I don’t like that. It feels good [to have performed].
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

Personally, I suffer from social anxiety so to come in to a whole new group and not know 
anyone… But there were a couple of the older members that helped with confidence 
boosting and the fact that we had to read out our own works and gave critique… It gave 
a boost of confidence and personally made me be a lot less shy and a lot more confident.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

I believe wholeheartedly that it’ll raise aspirations 
for English, raise aspirations for communications, 
and raise aspirations for being confident in society, 
not just in school.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

Image: SLAMbassadors WXNW showcase;  
credit: Hayley Madden for The Poetry Society
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Workshop: Performance
Snapshot from a SLAMbassdors workshop, 2015

A couple of nervous participants in a group of looked after children, were told ‘You 
don’t have to anything you don’t want to.’  The participants then egged each other on, 
‘I’ll do it if she does it’, the facilitator backed them up ‘You support each other’, and 
the result was that everyone performed and recorded their pieces. 

The performance is one of the most important factors of the whole thing. It works in 
so many different ways. You’ve got them building confidence, building communication 
skills, and the listeners who are in turn learning to listen and to respect and in turn have 
the capacity to take in someone’s truth even if it is very sensitive and private and to be 
respectful about it.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

The best thing for me was just seeing young people getting up on that stage, and some 
were very vulnerable. It was coming from their hearts. This came from work which 
initially started with the training for the teachers but then the schools worked on that. 
For me, seeing the end product was really good. I think the greatest impact was that 
some of those young people find it hard at school to stand up in class and say things, and 
there they were, standing up on stage.
SLAMbassadors local authority contact, 2015

It has been interesting listening to her words. Putting pen to paper and having to go and 
perform this has made her come out of her shell which is quite nice - the endings to her 
work have been quite impactful. 
SLAMbassadors finalist parent/carer, 2015

Our crew floated home on a cloud of pride from 
today’s [showcase] event. [One student] coyly 
confessed to feeling amazing about herself after 
today. When we arrived back at school all of their 
friends knew where they’d been and received them 
like returning explorers with hugs and screams of 
joy; they had clearly been spreading the word.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015
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Performing poems 
Participants were all asked to perform their work for their peers. It was particularly 
important to make these first performances a positive experience. The experienced 
facilitators tailored this activity to the needs of each group.

In a classroom context, one facilitator started by setting out clear guidelines for the activity. 
The first person to be selected to read was picked because he gave the correct answer to a 
question – this flipped a potentially negative moment in to a positive reward. Protestations 
were dealt with swiftly and with humour. 

Workshop: Performance
Snapshot from a SLAMbassdors workshop, 2015

These are the good rules of engagement:
•	 Be loud
•	 Listen
•	 Punctilious
•	 Nothing derogatory, or self-depreciating
•	 Dynamics
•	 Musicality 
•	 Give it some life!

Who won the World Cup in 1966? 
[a sea of eager hands went up, one pupil answered]
Correct! Come up and perform!

Image: SLAMbassadors Brave New Word performance; credit: Phil Kirk for The Poetry Society
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Working with a professional poet 
Many participants were energised by having their work endorsed by a professional poet. 
The facilitators did not give empty praise – they were specific in their compliments. They all 
offered balanced, constructive criticism which was well delivered and therefore well received 
by participants. Anthony Anaxagorou, now a facilitator on the programme, was himself 
the first-ever SLAMbassadors winner, and acknowledges the impact that the professional 
validation had on his motivation to continue writing. 

That feeling of having your writing validated by a professional writer gave me the 
confidence to carry on. 
Anthony Anaxagorou, SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

Poetry is thought of as a highbrow art form and a very intellectual art form, so when you 
are able to do it and get praise from a professional poet, it has an impact on their self-
worth.
Anthony Anaxagorou, SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

Anthony talked to us on the phone about our poems - that was quite nice – a 
professional poet giving me feedback!
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015

Another thing that [the poet] does well is that he 
champions greatness or potential greatness, and 
without being rude, he also challenges lack lustre 
efforts. ‘You are not going to get away with it, so 
step up’. And again with boys, they need that.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015

You write the most beautiful small poems.
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015



25

8. Developing positive relationships
The SLAMbassadors programme creates safe spaces which encourage positive relationships 
to develop between all involved – participants, teachers, poets and audience. This 
immersive, inclusive approach allows relationships to flourish. 

The young people talked about a sense of equality and mutual respect between themselves 
and the poets. Words such as open, understanding and trust were often used, with 
participants feeling that they were listened to. Poets were often very honest about their 
own personal background when talking to the groups: ‘I had quite a chaotic upbringing, I 
can’t remember school until I was 9. My family moved around a lot. I couldn’t spell my name. It 
was well hard.’ This honesty helped forged strong connections, breaking down traditional 
barriers between the adult facilitator and the young participant. This was reinforced by the 
use of first names for all poets, again removing a traditional hierarchy. Humour was often 
key to creating a relaxed environment where participants felt really comfortable. 

What participants say

She is really inspiring - the fact that she was so open with her personal background 
story, and who she was. It inspired more of a sort of literary side of my creative writing 
techniques. The way she is so, as she put it, ‘down with the kids’, it is really good the way 
she does that as it makes you feel much more comfortable and she is always cracking 
jokes.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

We are working with a poet who actually gets 
us in a way because she has had quite difficult 
scenarios herself, and as well as giving us 
feedback she is really positive for both confidence 
boosting and just being able to adapt our pieces 
even more and improve it.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

He’s great. He’s a good teacher. He listened to the students and some teachers don’t. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

I liked [the poet] a lot. He’s a really good teacher. He’s patient. He’s funny. He’s easy to 
bond with. He’s serious at times. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

What you don’t see in a classroom situation, is how teachers have to step back, they can’t 
get personal with you. Everyone here can do that, you are in a space on equal ground 
and there is mutual respect. Young people need to be respected and then they will 
flourish.
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015
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You get to build up a relationship with the kids, and obviously we are dealing with a safe 
space to be able to say that stuff in. At the beginning they were a bit standoffish…and 
then they start to warm to you. And they start to get you. And they feel safe, like the guy 
there who was talking about suicide… Two days is definitely needed. 
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

Be as vulnerable as you are asking the kids to be. Encourage them to recreate the space 
for the next two days. Inspire the magic of creation, of transformation, and believe in it. 
No limitations. 
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

[The poet] was fantastic. She engaged the 
students, they trusted her and she got more out of 
them then we ever could.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

I think initially there is caution, who is this person, why do we have to do it, and then 
by the end of two days it is like you’ve been here for a week, in a good way, where they 
feel more comfortable so I think in terms of the interaction that was very powerful.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

Support from peers 
There were positive relationships built between the participants themselves. This was 
particularly evident with the workshops held outside of school, for looked after children 
and the finalists, which brought together these individual young people as a group for the 
first time. Young people in these groups wrote poems which were often deeply personal and 
they found that the support and understanding of their peers was crucial. Several finalists 
highlighted that they valued spending time with creative peers, and that this had an impact 
on the quality of their work. In the school workshops, there was a feeling that pupils were 
gaining new insights to their classmates and learning valuable social skills.

What participants say

It is really nice to be in a group of people where you are all creative and you can share 
your ideas and not have anyone judge you and they all understand what the words mean 
and you don’t have to explain it.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

Just go in to it, don’t be shy, we are all in the same position, in care or in difficult 
circumstances, don’t be anxious, honestly… 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

I love these guys, they are my family. I’m so happy to share a stage with all these people 
that I love. It is such a bonding experience. We are sharing our souls with each other and 
now we are sharing them with the audience.
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015
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It was good for all of us to bond and share each other’s thoughts. 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

Meeting everyone else has been the biggest impact. I had a good old cry at the workshop 
on Saturday, I had a big cry. Just all of them are incredible and over the weekend we 
have drawn inspiration from each other, and I would never have opened up like that if 
it wasn’t for all of them. All of my poems before have been quite generic, so that one 
workshop has changed how I write. 
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015

It is crazy you get so close to these people, in less than 24 hours. It’s cool to meet other 
talented, passionate individuals.
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015

It’s been amazing. So much better than I thought it would be. The people are amazing. It 
feels like a family.
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015

I’m upping my game. These guys are out there. There is good, and then there is another 
level... 
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015

It was good to see her amongst other poets, and the acknowledgement that gives. She 
definitely found it useful.
SLAMbassadors finalist parent/carer, 2015

Some of the poems were good. Nadeem’s one was good, ‘cos he was speaking with 
emotion. Priyesh’s stood out because he was talking about himself. He expressed 
everything in there about how his life went and what happened.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

It has allowed students to support each other – particularly those who weren’t in 
the same friendship group and has given students the opportunities to make new 
friendships.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015

There are social skills. In ten years’ time, when 
they are in the big world, there will be a time 
when they are with a friend and have to have a 
difficult conversation. [This helps them] be able to 
pitch it at the right tone, the right words, all great 
practice. It works on so many levels. 
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015
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Teachers
Teachers played an important role in successful sessions in schools. Their presence helped 
manage any potential behaviour problems and allowed them to follow up any pastoral 
issues. It was also important that they saw the positive ways in which pupils responded and 
opened up during the workshops. Furthermore, the teachers were seen by the pupils in a 
different role, and were perceived to be part of the whole positive experience of the project. 

What participants say 

It’s dangerous to leave! There is a temptation for the kids that there is a new face and you 
want to minimise disruption because you understand the value of what they have. Even 
just being in the room they have the sense that they can’t get away with anything because 
Sir is here. So I think that if you are facilitating this as the teacher you should have a 
presence, not just for discipline - it is for encouragement. 
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

Ryan proved what we all believed - that he is a beautiful young man, quite capable of  behaving and 
listening and empathising with his peers, even though he is wrestling with some dark demons from his 
short life. When he returned from the shop with an unrequested bottle of  water for me today, it was all I 
could do not to throw my arms around him! This experience has quite literally changed his life.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

I did another unrelated project with Year 9, children were engaged and coming in, but ultimately none 
of  the teachers were engaged. I found that that particular group of  children still had some of  the same 
issues that they’d had before with some of  the staff, so it didn’t have the same impact on them. So this 
project is good because those teachers then related to the children, and that relationship then carries on in 
the school. It is an emotional journey this project, some of  them say things they’ve never said before.
SLAMbassadors local authority contact, 2015

[My recommendations to teachers would be to] 
trust it. Trust it like you do the curriculum. Allow 
your pupils that freedom to recreate/reinvent 
themselves in that room with the poets and their 
peers. Be active, join in, research and share with 
the kids what you have discovered. Believe in the 
tremendous power that self-expression has - don’t 
fear it, listen to what these kids are saying. 
SLAMbassadors poet, 2015

It may be useful for staff to be off timetable and work with the students all day as they 
get a clearer idea of how the day has progressed and the work that students are doing. 
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015



Changing perceptions 
The programme disrupts some adults’ perceptions of young people. It shines a light on the 
participants’ skill, understanding and talent. This has particular resonance for those who 
feel that they are misunderstood and overlooked. 

What participants say

It was weird for me, I just wanted to see what 
they were doing and I was genuinely impressed. 
I think for them - seeing me just observing and 
giving them a sense that I was enjoying it - that is 
important, that we are all learning.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015

Most people don’t really expect people like us, in care, to write what we do, to portray 
our own emotions through the use of words and literacy techniques. So it is quite nice 
to have someone come in and work with us when no one else really would because we 
are part of society where everyone overlooks us and no one really sees us and we are just 
a background image. When you think of kids in general you think of happy families, 
you don’t think of us who have had a difficult upbringing to be taken away from our 
entire families, and in some cases we don’t get to see anyone from them. So it is nice to 
see someone recognise the fact that there are people out there who can’t necessarily go 
to university and who don’t have as much going for them as other people do, to have 
someone coming and working with us, and noticing that even because of where we are 
from, difficult areas, we have still got potential to succeed in various things or in various 
art forms.
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

I didn’t know that there was this much talent around.
SLAMbassadors national final audience member, 2015

From a 45 year olds perspective, I thought it was incredible that they have that much 
insight at their ages, and that they can use that and the way they put it together… I was 
really, really impressed.
SLAMbassadors national final audience member, 2015

Image: SLAMbassadors national final; credit: Kevin Lake for The Poetry Society 29
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National final 
The project finale event at the Southbank Centre is an opportunity to develop positive 
relationships between the performing finalists and the audience. It also offers a forum for 
The Poetry Society to showcase its work in a public forum. The audience response to the 
event was overwhelmingly positive. Questionnaires were available which were completed 
by 24 people. 18 of these said that the event was excellent, and the remaining 6 said it was 
good or very good. Audience members described the evening as: 

•	 Eye opening
•	 Life affirming
•	 A fabulous event of immense value to young people
•	 Fantastic event, powerfully evocative and thought provoking. Poetry at its best.
•	 Positive and uplifting
•	 Excellent! A fantastic way for youth to express themselves.
•	 Brilliant! What powerful voices!
•	 Thought provoking  

What participants say

Absolutely incredible! I thought it may be a late show for my nine year old daughter after 
a day filled with Q&As and similar [as part of the Why? Festival] so we didn’t plan to 
stay for the whole duration of it. We ended up frozen in our seats with amazement right 
until the last word. Thank you.
SLAMbassadors national final audience member, 2015

I thought it was really powerful and quite emotional. I thought they were really 
brave and just really talented. Brilliant project. They certainly need more in schools - 
opportunities for everyone to be creative and to give everyone the chance.
SLAMbassadors national final audience member, 2015

Image: SLAMbassadors WXNW showcase; credit: Hayley Madden for The Poetry Society
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9. Igniting the spark
The SLAMbassadors programme acts as a catalyst for young people to write and perform 
their own work outside of the project. Participants spoke of fervently writing between 
workshops, and of their aspirations to continue in the future. The young people saw 
the professional poets and their peers as positive role models. Supportive teachers and 
adults have a significant part to play at this point, to help identify and facilitate future 
opportunities as the participants start their spoken word adventure. 

What participants say

Yesterday we learnt different techniques of how to do poetry, and one of them was the 
freestyle which I tweaked on the train today which was the one I actually performed. I 
wrote another one on the train, not to do with this, it was a subject my media teacher 
gave me to do, Christmas! 
SLAMbassadors participant, 2015

[Now I will] try and enter some more competitions. Do more collaborations with other 
poets. I want delve in to both page and spoken word poetry. 
SLAMbassadors finalist, 2015

After the sessions and the showcase I got a real 
sense that some of the students were inspired and 
would continue writing. This was because the 
performances they had seen of professionals and 
students from other schools had been broadly very 
strong. 
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 



32

I think the experience of having an experienced, professional poet, here for two or 
three days worked well. Even the process of finishing the workshop and preparing for 
the National Final… there was always this buzz between with the students, wondering 
are we going to be chosen… When they went back to English, they are using their 
metaphors and their similes. It is beautiful for English teachers because we can pick up 
on the work they have done, and it feeds into what they are doing. Of course when it 
comes to the big day, I remember we talked, we had a preparation day, two days before 
and we said ‘We are going to the West End’ and they were so excited. And you just saw 
the child in these guys, some of them potentially trying to be tough, but they were like 
kids, on a trip. We were going to perform stuff, they had been working on. Only two 
pupils were chosen but the whole group was invested.
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

She has had a very good weekend. She has been excited all week. She has been writing 
like anything. That was good.
SLAMbassadors finalist parent/carer, 2015

She said that the workshop yesterday was an eye-opener and inspired her to write more.
SLAMbassadors finalist parent/carer, 2015

Azaria and Yasmen have agreed to write a proposal for the Head, to set up a Spoken 
Word Club at school. They want more! They are looking for opportunities to do courses 
and competitions over the holiday; they have been bitten by the good bug that is 
spoken word poetry! I asked the kids who hadn’t performed whether they would want 
to perform on a stage in a theatre like today’s and the first ‘yes’ came from Lauryn; a girl 
with the most profound and at times debilitating speech and language needs - that is 
not short of a miracle; and one that is acknowledged by the special needs teachers that 
have known her throughout her virtually mute time at [school]! So many of her most 
supportive staff have commented on the difference poetry has made to her this year!
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015
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10. Engaging schools and supporting
teachers

The Poetry Society has worked hard to engage schools and groups with the WXNW 
project and the wider programme. This becomes easier as the project matures, trust is built 
with teachers and group leaders, and professionals across the sectors help spread the word 
about the project.  It was particularly useful to target those with decision making powers 
such as Deputies or Head teachers. Tapping into existing school networks, such as subject 
groups or area network meetings, gave a platform for SLAMbassadors artistic director 
Joelle Taylor to really grab the attention of teachers. In particular, a strong relationship was 
also developed with Maria Nowak, the Consultant for Vulnerable Groups Achievement at 
Camden Council who focused on groups of looked after children, travellers, refugees and 
children new to English. This was a mutually beneficial relationship as The Poetry Society 
was able to give the Consultant an interesting offer to attract groups to engage, and she was 
able to provide direct access to the groups through warm contacts.

What participants say

The biggest thing at the beginning was to convince people to take it on board. Joelle 
came to a couple of networks, she brought a young poet and did some stuff herself. 
The first thing that we heard people say was ‘Oh they have to get through their literacy 
or their maths and they can’t have any time out of class’ rather than seeing that this 
would enhance it. The people who took part did see that, but other schools or teachers 
may not see that. I think a lot of that was seeing Joelle – she did a presentation at the 
Heads Conference. I think that swayed a lot of people. [She also came to] quite a small 
Network meeting, and that really did engage the teachers, they were all quite excited 
about it, but that group of people didn’t necessarily have the decision making power, so 
maybe focus on Deputies or subject leaders. Often the Head is too far removed.
SLAMbassadors local authority contact, 2015

It was nice to have something exciting that could 
come to schools. As a consultant it gave a link 
so I could phone the schools and say you were 
doing this and do you want to get involved with 
other things. Once the school is involved in a great 
project they are willing to get involved in other 
things as well.
SLAMbassadors local authority contact, 2015
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Teacher training 
The Poetry Society ran training sessions for teachers to introduce them to the approach of 
the programme. This training played a critical part in their understanding and engagement. 

What participants say

All of our colleagues, myself included, found Joelle Taylor’s INSET very useful/insightful 
as well as a fun event to attend.  
SLAMbassadors teacher, 2015 

The time that I really saw the impact was when 
they did the training for the staff in the secondary 
schools. Just seeing what they got out of the 
teachers in the school was fantastic. The teachers 
were really engaged. Their history came out. 
SLAMbassadors local authority contact, 2015

The key thing is finding that link person and then I know from being a teacher myself, 
once I was trained in something I found it much easier to do and was much more 
engaged myself.
SLAMbassadors local authority contact, 2015

I really enjoyed being part to the project. As a team, [The Poetry Society and poets] 
were really easy to work with.  They went in to schools and were really relaxed, but they 
produce something really good. I think they are very supportive of the young people.
SLAMbassadors local authority contact, 2015

Image: SLAMbassadors WXNW workshop; credit: Hayley Madden for The Poetry Society
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11. In conclusion… 
Joelle Taylor, founder and Artistic Director of SLAMbassadors, sums up the impact of this 
pioneering programme.

SLAMbassadors was founded as a way of discovering and nurturing a new generation 
of poets and spoken word artists. Specifically, it was developed to create artistic 
opportunities for marginalised members of our communities. This is why the 
programme is committed to providing workshops that are free to participants. Without 
SLAMbassadors it is unlikely that the majority of those who become involved would 
have the means to be able to pay for attendance in another workshop programme. At 
its core then, SLAMbassadors is about finding beauty in the ugly places, about helping 
to return voices to those who have been silenced by circumstance, and about passing 
on the skills and techniques that will enable them to tell their stories to the best of their 
abilities. All of the young people we worked with on the WXNW programme wrote out 
their lives in bold ink and some shouted out their silences on West End and national 
stages.

The pioneering 2-day in-school workshops, masterclasses, are led by high profile spoken 
word artists. The majority of other poetry workshops in secondary school take an all too 
familiar format: the poet visits each class in a year group throughout the day, delivering 
sessions lasting between 40 minutes to just over an hour, often facilitating 5 workshops 
per day. Whilst this can be a good way of introducing live poetry to the students, it 
does not allow for the development of an artistic dynamic between the participant and 
the poet, or for that participant to be able to witness their own artistic and emotional 
evolution. The 2-day immersive format allows the possibility of transforming the familiar 
classroom into a creative space, owned equally by the poet and students. Incredible 
personal transformations take place in that space, that leak out of the workshop and 
impact positively on other lessons and on the student’s approach to education in general. 

The workshop can be the seed from which an in-school artistic community can grow. 
A number of SLAMbassdors schools from the WXNW project, for example, have gone 
on to form their own spoken word after-school clubs, led by and programmed by the 
students rather than the teaching staff. SLAMbassadors challenges dominant perceptions 
of poetry, how it is written and the subjects that are written about. It helps students 
feel the pulse of contemporary literature, to perceive the form as a living and vital art. 
This in turn helps to create a positive space around all forms of poetry and literature, 
strengthening students’ access to both written and performed material. It helps students 
be able to see the link between literacy and life experience.

It is difficult to describe the energetic effect of a person sharing a poem about their lives 
with the rest of the group, some of whom might be strangers glimpsed around school 
and others classmates they never really connected with. It is a kind of emotional and 
artistic alchemy, the spark that ignited pens and tongues across the room. Students begin 
to understand each other a little better. Students begin to understand themselves. 
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Over recent years live poetry and spoken word has risen to mainstream prominence, 
with programming on both national radio and television. I strongly believe that one of 
the reasons the form has become more popular (with unprecedented numbers of people 
now defining themselves as spoken word artists or slam poets, and an established spoken 
word scene in just about every UK city) is because of pioneering programmes like 
SLAMbassadors. When it was founded in 2001 there was nothing like it, and it is my 
belief that it has genuinely helped to inspire a generation to speak, to write and to engage 
with poetry as audience. It has, in short, been one of the driving forces in the creation of 
what we now know as the UK spoken word scene. 

Young people we have worked with have grown into well known artists, both in the 
performed and written contexts, and have themselves founded projects that in turn 
reach out to other young people from challenging backgrounds. A browse through the 
list of Poet Coaches for SLAMbassadors will reveal names that were once discovered and 
nurtured by the project: Anthony Anaxagorou, Kayo Chingonyi, NAGA, Jay Bernard, 
Chris Preddie OBE and many others. We have helped to create a self-sustaining artistic 
community that stretches across the country.

The microphone is not only an instrument to amplify the voice but also a baton in an 
infinite relay race across generations. It is the hyphen that connects us. 
Joelle Taylor, SLAMbassadors Artistic Director, 2015

  Image: SLAMbassadors Artistic Director Joelle Taylor at the national final; credit: Kevin Lake for The Poetry Society



37

12. Thanks…

Thank you to all who have contributed to this report through conversations and 
observations. Your words have helped tell the SLAMbassadors story and bring this report to 
life. 

•	 Participants from Siblings Together, Newman Catholic College, William Ellis School
•	 SLAMbassadors 2015 Finalists
•	 Joelle Taylor, Artistic Director 
•	 Anthony Anaxagorou, Poet 
•	 Joshua Idehen, Poet
•	 Deanna Rodger, Poet 
•	 Chris Beschi, Teacher, Kingsbury High School
•	 Marlon James-Edwards, Teacher, Newman Catholic College
•	 Ben Dolby, Teacher, Haverstock School 
•	 Marie Underwood, Teacher, Parliament Hill School
•	 Delma Hughes, CEO and Founder, Siblings Together
•	 Maria Nowak, former Consultant for Vulnerable Groups Achievement, Camden 

Council
•	 All those who watched the performances
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13. Appendix: WXNW Project
timeline 

WXNW Participant workshops
April – July

Workshops took place in schools and with young traveller and looked after children groups 
across Brent, Camden and Ealing. Each young person worked with a poet for two days to 
explore the theme of ‘identity’.

WXNW showcase event, Arts Theatre, London
8th July

Each group of participants was asked to select a handful of performers to take part in the 
project-wide showcase event. Hosted by artistic director Joelle Taylor, and headlined by 
spoken-word artist Dizraeli, this was a chance to celebrate all of the participants’ work on 
the project. In total 25 young people performed to an audience of over 200.

National slam open for entries
April – September

All workshops on the programme concluded with filming each participant performing one 
of their poems. These films were all submitted for consideration to the SLAMbassadors 
national youth slam. In addition, any young person aged 12-18 and based in the UK could 
enter a film.

 

Masterclass weekend
24th & 25th October

From the many hundreds of films submitted, the 2015 judge, Anthony Anaxagorou, along 
with Joelle Taylor chose seven winning poets, and nine commended poets.

The winning poets received a weekend masterclass with Joelle, developing their writing and 
preparing a set for the national final. They also received book prizes, a year of mentoring 
from Joelle and ongoing support from The Poetry Society.

National Final, Southbank Centre, London
25th October

On the afternoon of Sunday 25th October, the seven winners each performed alongside 
Anthony, Joelle and former winner Hussain Manawer, in front of an audience of over 500. 
Commended winners were also celebrated and received certificates on stage. 
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