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xiii

PREFACE

Identity is such a critical component of being both an artist and an arts 
administrator. Who are you? Why do you love art? How does it speak to 
you? What does it mean in your life? Through either creating or conven-

ing art, many of us engage in the process of continually discovering ourselves. 
So, as authors, it is important for us to share a bit of who we are and what 
we love so that you might understand why this topic is so dear to us. We are 
all former university administrators. Each of us has spent time working in 
student engagement, multicultural affairs departments, or both at four-year 
public universities. But we are more than that. We are all educators. We 
all currently serve in an educational capacity, either as a college  professor 
or community-based educator. We love dynamic, creative, and engaged 
learning. But we are more than educators. We are all artists. Marla L. Jaksch 
is a formally trained artist, having attended the University of the Arts in 
 Philadelphia. Crystal Leigh Endsley and Anthony R. Keith Jr. are interna-
tionally recognized spoken word artists. Toby S. Jenkins also writes and per-
forms poetry as a personal hobby and a form of contemplative practice. And 
still, we are more than artists.

We are each daughters and sons of culturally rich and loving families 
and culturally complex communities, who share in a life experience of strug-
gle, determination, resilience, and resourcefulness. It is important to under-
stand all of who we are because these things have all infl uenced the campus 
arts events and programs that we have planned. This complicated experience 
makes us take everything seriously. A campus event space can’t be wasted as 
simple entertainment. Life has taught us that we have important work to do. 
And so do you. 

We wrote this book to help student affairs professionals explore the use 
of spoken word as a tool for college student engagement, activism, and civic 
awareness. Often when we think of performance on a college campus, the 
theater or art department comes to mind. While the fi eld of student affairs 
often champions the need for arts opportunities on college campuses, there 
is not a rich body of literature that intentionally wrestles with the impact 
of dynamic, student-centered, and justice-oriented arts programs on college 
student development. 
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xiv  OPEN MIC NIGHT

College campuses across the United States have been offering spoken 
word programs for more than 20 years, yet not much has been done in the 
fi eld of higher education to critically understand these programs beyond 
their contribution to the campus social aesthetic. Scholars in English, ethnic 
studies, women’s studies, and cultural studies have begun to understand that 
performance poetry and spoken word are much more than simple entertain-
ment. Within these disciplines, scholarship has begun to surface exploring 
spoken word’s role in developing political agency among young adults, its 
utility as a venue for authentic youth voice, and its importance as a tool of 
cultural engagement (Michalko, 2012; Wells & DeLeon, 2015; Youthspeaks
.com, 2015; Chepp, 2014). 

From our personal experiences in creating spoken word programs on 
college campuses and conducting research on cultural engagement as well 
as spoken word within educational settings, we have found that open mic 
nights make signifi cant contributions to campus life. Open mic nights 

• build community; 
• create a space for student expression;
• offer a creative venue to channel students’ social outrage and anger; 

and
• offer college students a way to speak out, advocate, lead, educate, and 

explore with their peers.

These programs often organically create an environment that encour-
ages simultaneous expressions of vulnerability, humor, anger, and apathy—a 
space where students are allowed to be different. 

These are critical spaces of personal development, intellectual develop-
ment, and civic engagement. Student affairs practitioners must also begin to 
understand the educational and civic utility of such programs, which do so 
much more than simply open up a microphone for a college student audi-
ence. Spoken word programs allow college students to light the mic on fi re 
by baring their souls. 

This type of commitment to telling the authentic story and voicing the 
unique viewpoints of underrepresented communities forms the foundation 
of critical race theory. Hip-hop and spoken word artists probably wouldn’t 
label themselves as theorists, but they are. Barnes (1990) offers an important 
explanation of the relevance of critical race theory in our work to serve and 
educate traditionally marginalized communities:

Minority perspectives make explicit the need for fundamental change in 
the ways we think and construct knowledge. . . . Exposing how minority 
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PREFACE  xv

cultural viewpoints differ from white cultural viewpoints requires a delin-
eation of the complex set of social interactions through which minority 
consciousness has developed. Distinguishing the consciousness of racial 
minorities requires acknowledgment of the feelings and intangible modes 
of perception unique to those who have historically been socially, structur-
ally, and intellectually marginalized in the United States. (p. 1864)

A critical component of acknowledging such feelings and modes of 
perception includes hearing the authentic stories of the cultural experience. 
As Delgado (1990) argues, people of color may speak from a very differ-
ent experience. Thus, the concepts of authentic voice, story exchange, and 
naming one’s own reality are essential to the critical race theorist (Delgado, 
1990). These concepts are also critical to the hip-hop and spoken word artist, 
because hip-hop culture is largely about storytelling. 

According to Banks-Wallace (2002), storytelling is a vehicle of pre-
serving culture and passing it on to future generations. In some cases, 
stories can serve as touchstones that evoke shared memories and feel-
ings between the storyteller and the listener (Banks-Wallace, 2002). As a 
touchstone experience, listening to another person’s story may bring forth 
memories or feelings and can help the listener to better contextualize and 
understand her own experience—what it is to be a Black woman, what 
being a Latino male in the United States involves, or how poverty affects 
us all. 

The technique of storytelling transcends race, class, generations, and other 
differences and allows people to communicate on common ground through 
a common story. Storytelling is universal. It has its roots in ancient Afri-
can societies, and for centuries, people have used stories to entertain and 
educate as well as to instill values and inspire people to action. Describing 
storytelling as a new nontraditional approach to advocacy sounds strange, 
given its historical roots, but in modern times, with the advent of compli-
cated electronic media communication methods, storytelling has become a 
lost art. Organizers and advocates often overlook the power of the spoken 
word and of shared experiences as a way of communicating and moving 
people to action. (Smiley, 2006, p. 74)

This is why we chose to include self-authored student essays and poems 
in this text. While the authors can synthesize existing literature and the pri-
mary data collected from our own research studies on culture, spoken word, 
and college student development, only students can tell the story of how 
spoken word has changed their lives, helping them to adjust, matriculate, 
and develop a sense of belonging on campus. 
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xvi  OPEN MIC NIGHT

This book presents a mix of critical essays and college student writ-
ing (either current or former students) that explores spoken word, student 
engagement, and campus inclusion. Specifi cally, the essays share relevant 
scholarship on

• spoken word as an educational, civic engagement, and personal 
development tool (particularly among traditionally marginalized 
 communities);

• the links between spoken word and social activism (art as social action, 
art as a form of civic leadership);

• the importance of privileging student voice in student affairs 
programming (even when they yell, even when they’re angry);

• the challenges that come with engaging students in exploring 
intersecting concepts like race, gender, and class;

• considerations for creative and intentional spoken word programm-
ing (e.g., what does a creative program look like?); and

• scaling up for sustainability (through student affairs and academic 
affairs partnerships, study abroad collaborations, etc.).

Our hope is that this work helps to inspire, expand, and complicate the 
nature of the open mic night on college campuses. We have asked each of 
our student authors to share not only a refl ective essay on the impact of spo-
ken word in their lives but also a poem. Readers of this text need to interact 
not only with concepts and ideas but also with the art itself. We want you 
to take in the power of the words that young people write. And so, because 
this act of life authoring and refl ecting through poetry is truly a request for 
vulnerability and openness, we have chosen to begin this book with our own 
poetry. 

As educators and artists, we also must understand our position as a part 
of the very communities that we hope to create on campus. If our current 
or former students have been brave enough to publish their own art for the 
world to read, critique, and interpret, so should we. We hope that our poems 
can help you better understand the power of spoken word across generations 
and positions within education (young and old, student and teacher). By 
witnessing our attempts to artistically speak truth to power, we hope practi-
tioners might be motivated to move beyond simply planning a program and 
strive to create critical spaces of growth, honesty, and communion that can 
speak to all of our souls.
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PREFACE  xvii

Toby S. Jenkins, on why she wrote the poem “Love on My Sleeve”: 

This poem was written to share at a campus open mic for a national day that 
is focused on depression called, “To Write Love on Her Arms.” On this day, 
people around the globe are asked to write the word love on their arms and 
take pictures, post on social media, or showcase their body art as they go 
about their day. I answered the call both by writing the word love on my arm 
and writing a poem dedicated to anyone (but especially the young adults with 
whom I work) who might be suffering from the crippling grasp of depression.

Love on My Sleeve
I’m just trying to be . . . the kind of woman who wears LOVE on her sleeve
Takes her heart out willingly
Gives it some air . . . lets it breathe
Opens it up and allows it to be
The kind of design that can leave
Visual impressions on souls that bleed
I want to stitch my heart on leather jackets that keep souls warm on long 
winter rides
You know that kind of life that kinda feels like 
You’re climbing mountains and crossing rivers but will never get to the other 
side
And it’s cold
And the bike is wobbling
And you feel unsteady
You’re on this journey and no one even taught you how to ride
You are barely . . . hanging . . . on
And all you have to keep you going is the comfort of something warm
So let me be that material that can take a brick chill and turn it into  something 
cozy
I’m ready to deal with hard and complicated
Ready to be a love that’s not easy
That’s not simple
I’m ready to be pricked by the needle, to pick up the thimble 
And be the thread that stitches patterns of your life into a coat-of-armor
To cover you . . . 
to help you keep riding until a new day breaks
I want to create 
a brand name for that love called the Dawn of Carin’ 
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xviii  OPEN MIC NIGHT

For those like me
who still hope and believe
in the power of love and are refreshingly naïve
Enough to wear it on our sleeves

All I want to be is the type of woman who 
carves love into the thick of her skin
Who recognizes emptiness, can empathize with loneliness,
Even if these are places I’ve never been 
I can still reminisce with spirits that have strolled down paths 
of persecution and judgment
Knocked on the door of dangerous liaisons
And cozied on the couch with the devil’s advocate himself
I can walk with you because I’ve also made mistakes
And I’m that kind of brave heart that can take
an army of tattered, bruised and worn bodies and turn them into soldiers
I can turn inevitable defeat into the type of victory from which legends are 
made
So take
My hand
And let’s begin again
Your renewal was written . . . You see I etched it on my skin
I’m now wearing love as a tattoo
And that lasts longer than a safety pin or some super glue
My love for you 
Isn’t tacked on it is . . . carved . . . in . . . stone 
My body is the rock
So just lean
And once you’re rested
Once you’ve buried and invested 
your burdens within my cracks and seams
Then you can start carving 
a new vision of life, darling 
And go ahead—show out
Make it a couture runway garment
But just be sure to create and leave
a little spot . . . 
For a shiny red heart
That you can wear right there on your sleeve
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PREFACE  xix

Crystal Leigh Endsley, on why she wrote the poem “I Represent”: 

This poem has been written and rewritten over several years. I begin 
many of my classes and workshops asking students to dig into the 
events, memories, and identities that make them who they are. It’s only 
fair that I do the same. Each time I begin with this prompt, I have to 
revise this piece because my perspective on my own experiences has 
shifted. I was mostly trying to sum up all of the places and times that 
raised me, that shape how I make my decisions and where I fi nd myself 
in life. I rarely perform any version of this poem at gigs. It felt safer to 
write it here.

I Represent
I come from a chipped set of glass bowls
Yard sales, and common sense.

I come from military housing projects
Summers of beach sunsets
Thick roots church roofs
Mixed girl complex
Tagging walls with beautiful text a stunningly designed mess.

I come from levee busting bayous
No church for the Beasts of the Southern Wild
Dancehall reggae styles Saturday night but Sunday 
Morning fi nds a pew, hands raised.

I come from red dirt
Roads fried chicken livers and 
Deer sausage greens from the garden
Tomatoes with skin so tight.

I come from sand grains 
Choking on salt water
Undertow like ankle weights.

I come from tambourine praise
Praying until we sweat
Worship services singing stomping and keeping
Time hoping we go out to eat because we only
Ever do that on Sunday.
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xx  OPEN MIC NIGHT

I come from distance
Misfi t, black leather boots
Mama mad, daddy on a boat
Me and my brother in a silent truce
Signed with our eyes.
I represent the confusion, the uncertainty, the strong feeling but no clear map
The quick temper, lightning fl ash
The enduring questions that mark a parent’s past
I represent that.

I come from white Nike ankle socks
Four times too big for me
Hand me downs but he wouldn’t 
Cold glares, icy hearts 
But an apartment of warm feet.

I represent the patience it takes for a good roux to be made
Good things come to those who wait, my home school was the backyard or 
the kitchen
Catching more than recipes if you were smart enough to listen, 
Men and women, who demonstrate cooking is the oldest version of political 
science, 
I want to show you I love you so I fi x you jambalaya 

I represent the pregnant girl that goes to the emergency room to give birth 
on the spot because insurance was not provided by her husband’s job and 
immigration might have laws, but love does not

I represent those who feel like their anger is all they’ve got

I represent every student that ever felt like they were wasting their time 

I represent those that get accused of being afraid of commitment
it’s just that mama raised me to be independent so pardon if I’m insistent 
when it comes to putting my two cents in
literally

I represent the nerd who gets bullied at school who does the right thing even 
when nobody else really cares
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PREFACE  xxi

I come from silence stapled shut
Over my eyes. Invisibility is where I come from.
Learning to read at the age of three, read a book, read a situation, better off 
being quiet
class room suffocating me 
Stage rearranging me
Notepad saving me
I come from stars.

I come from a place mute with doubt
Swirled with drive, expectation, promise
Be bold, or you will be swallowed alive. 
Stand up, or you will be forgotten. This is my greatest fear. 
The daughter of a lion is a lion also. 
I come from stars

Marla L. Jaksch, on why she wrote “Whisper to a Scream”: 

This poem is about the power of community in creating pathways to heal-
ing and the ways that collective work can produce love of self. Through 
our collective work, we learn who we are and what we can be. It is also 
a thank-you poem to those who have been a part of my coming to voice 
and action.

Whisper to a Scream

what that little girl needs, I need too
the need to know
say no
that what happened, happened
that it’s pain she’s feeling
that it’s pain she’s in
she’s not depressed
she’s not delusional.

Shame
for living
for having feelings about it
about being abused
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xxii  OPEN MIC NIGHT

about trust being shattered
about feeling broken
about fl eeing myself
about that little girl leaving me, leaving us

I searched for her
make a space for her
I run
many returns
doubling back
doubling down
I begin to run in place
make a space
the sweat drips
I feel my body change
I hear words so tender they bruise
rearrange

When will I stop looking back
and how far?
I forgot about the future 
written on my arm
the scar

For those in the struggle
either by choice 
or because you have no other choice
personal and collective
alone or together, you
for those whose names I don’t know
for those I couldn’t say thank you to
When I couldn’t manage, managed
for me
loved me
struggled for me
with me

to those who hug and comfort people they don’t know—
because they can, because they know
to those who expanded my defi nition of love
to include
me
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PREFACE  xxiii

to those who smash shit
for those who build bridges
the makers, seers, doers, pathmakers, healers
to those who say fuck you to fear

who know truth speaks in many tongues
who know hope can be a fi st raised UP

Anthony R. Keith Jr., on why he wrote “Starving Artist”:

“Starving Artist” is a declaration of artistic authenticity and humility. 
I know several professional poets whose sole source of income comes from 
writing and performing, and I admire them. I am inspired by their bravery 
and their unwavering commitment to live fulfi lling lives as spoken word 
artists. As a professional educator and a poet, I want to ensure that I am 
always teaching, writing, and performing in truth.

Starving Artist

I’m a poet afraid to publish
I fear having a book with my words
And a back cover with blurbs like
“National best seller” 
“A must-read” 
“An awesome account of an artists’ words”
I think it’s absurd
For some, to use their art only for profi t
I’m not trying to justify the life of a starving artist
But if art really is your gift then starving at some point should be a part of it
There should be some pangs in the pit of your stomach when your notebooks 
are empty
And, ain’t no more ink left in your pen
When you aren’t changing lives and your paper is thin
I’ve accepted that at some point my economic reality
May rely on my poetic balladry
And I’m not sure my shit is as good as I think it is
But I know I am no longer willing to sacrifi ce my soul just to write some 
fallacies
I’ve been asked to write wedding poems and birthday poems and poems 
about anniversaries
Poems that spice up other people’s love lives
And sometimes I feel dirty
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xxiv  OPEN MIC NIGHT

And used
And confused
About whether they actually heard me
I wish I could turn the volume down on my poems 
and transform my performances into a conversation 
where I just be Tony Keith, 
the poet, educator, and a nerd
I wanna be known as that artsy fartsy intellect that believes that there is 
power in his words
And that I not only took responsibility for what I said, but took responsibil-
ity for those that heard
Whether or not I pissed them off or convinced them to change the world
Let them know that sometimes I got tired
And sometimes I got weary, but I kept on writing 
Even when my vision was blurry
Even when folks told me I needed to sit still
They’d say, “Boy, grass never grows under your feet”
I’d say, “That’s because I’m way too busy climbing uphill!”
I’d tell them I don’t have time to rest until the rest of my poems are written
But I can’t stop writing so none of my poems have endings
Just transitions between new beginnings and space savers while refi lling the 
ink in my pen again
Or moments when I need to stop, sleep, and dream just to recharge my 
system or
Moments when I need to set my pen on record and listen . . .
Listen—I’m trying to think myself through a literary breakthrough 
Break down walls of bondage with poetic correspondence and make others 
feel uncomfortable
Make their stomachs feel unsettled while I keep pushing on these pedals 
’cause I got no choice but to keep moving through
Because I’m doing what I’m called to do
And if you’re open to receiving then the next call might be for you
And if you don’t answer, don’t worry 
I’ll be the collection agency when your payment is due
Granted, I’ve got a couple of degrees
And my account won’t go completely in the red if I spend a few pennies
But I’ve got two cents to my name
And the life that I’m trying to live actually requires change
But I got bills
So I guess I’ll keep paying with these poems
Hoping my soul will get fi lled
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PREFACE  xxv

Some say, faith is what will get me through
Well if that’s the case I invoke faith as my muse!
My power of attorney!
I want faith to take over when I can no longer take care of my self! 
I want faith to take over when my ego can no longer control my wealth! 
I want faith to be brave enough to pull the plug on my microphone 
and wipe all my notebooks off the shelf!
Faith, don’t be afraid to let me fl at line!
Let me lay there until my heart gets back to beating at humble grind!
Resuscitate the power of God in my lungs 
and let me breathe new poems . . . 
Pure and simple ones
Poems about failure and poems about victory
Poems that rhyme occasionally
Poems that resist artistic prisons
Poems that break the chains of writer’s block
And poems that enforce a pen can be a lethal system
I’m a poet afraid to publish
So I guess I’ll have to keep publishing on these stages 
And earn some kind of living on free open mic wages

References

Banks-Wallace, J. (2002). Talk that talk: Storytelling and analysis rooted in African 
American oral tradition. Qualitative Health Research, 12(3), 410–426.

Barnes, R. D. (1990). Race consciousness: The thematic content of racial distinctive-
ness in critical race scholarship. Harvard Law Review, 103(8), 1864–1871.

Chepp, Valerie. (2014). Speaking truth to power: Spoken word poetry as politi-
cal engagement among young adults in the millennial age. Retrieved from 
http://hdl.handle.net/1903/15323

Delgado, R. (1990). When a story is just a story: Does voice really matter? Virginia 
Law Review, 76(1), 95–111.

Michalko, K. (2012). The effect of spoken word poetry on the development of voice in 
writing. Education Masters Paper 209. Rochester, NY: St. John Fisher College.

Smiley, T. (2006). The covenant in action. Carlsbad, CA: Smiley Books. 
Wells, C., & DeLeon, D. (2015). Slam and the citizen orator: Teaching ancient 

rhetoric and civic engagement through spoken word. Communication Teacher, 
29(4), 1–5. doi: 10.1080/17404622.2015.1058405

Youthspeaks. (2015). Brave new voices. Retrieved from http://youthspeaks.org/#

9781620365120_Jenkins_Open Mic Night.indb   xxv9781620365120_Jenkins_Open Mic Night.indb   xxv 10/14/2017   12:58:48 PM10/14/2017   12:58:48 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com




