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How a former Long Beach teacher
is connecting to students through
poetry

Jerome Vincent Carter, a former principal and teacher at LBUSD now works with
students at Jordan High School using his own book to empower students through 
the,use of poetry in Long Beach on Thursday, March 7, 2019. (Photo by Brittany 
Murray, Press-Telegram/SCNG)
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JJeerroommee CCaarrtteerr wwiillll nneevveerr ffoorrggeett oonnee ooff tthhee mmoosstt sshhoocckkiinngg mmoommeennttss ooff hhiiss 3300--Jerome Carter will never forget one of the most shocking moments of his 30-
ssoommeetthhiinngg yyeeaarrss aass aann eedduuccaattoorr..something years as an educator.

IItt wwaass 22000011 aanndd hhee wwaass tteeaacchhiinngg EEnngglliisshh aatt CCrreennsshhaaww CCoommmmuunniittyy DDaayy SScchhooooll,, aaIt was 2001 and he was teaching English at Crenshaw Community Day School, a
LLooss AAnnggeelleess ccoonn nnuuaa oonn sscchhooooll ffoorr ssttuuddeennttss rreecceennttllyy rreelleeaasseedd ffrroomm jjuuvveenniillee hhaallll..Los Angeles con nua on school for students recently released from juvenile hall.

WWhheenn oonnee ooff hhiiss ssttuuddeennttss wwaass nnoott ppaayyiinngg aa eenn oonn,, CCaarrtteerr aasskkeedd wwhhyy..When one of his students was not paying a en on, Carter asked why.

TThhee 1166--yyeeaarr--oolldd’’ss rreessppoonnssee cchhiilllleedd hhiimm:: tthheerree iiss nnoo ppooiinntt,, hhee ssaaiidd,, II wwoonn’’tt lliivvee ttoo bbeeThe 16-year-old’s response chilled him: there is no point, he said, I won’t live to be
1188 aannyywwaayy..18 anyway.

““IIff aa kkiidd iiss ssii nngg iinn yyoouurr ccllaassss aanndd yyoouu’’rree ttrryyiinngg ttoo tteeaacchh mmaatthh,,”” CCaarrtteerr ssaaiidd.. ““AA““ nndd tthhiiss“If a kid is si ng in your class and you’re trying to teach math,” Carter said. “And this
kkiidd ddooeessnn’’tt tthhiinnkk hhee’’ss ggooiinngg ttoo lliivvee ttoo bbee 1188,, II mmeeaann wwhhaatt ddooeess hhee ccaarree aabboouutt aannkid doesn’t think he’s going to live to be 18, I mean what does he care about an
aallggeebbrraaiicc eeqquuaa oonn?? OOrr ppoossii vvee aanndd nneeggaa vvee iinntteeggeerrss?? TThhiiss kkiidd tthhiinnkkss hhee wwoonn’’tt eevveennalgebraic equa on? Or posi ve and nega ve integers? This kid thinks he won’t even
bbee aarroouunndd ((ttoo uussee iitt))..””be around (to use it).”

LLaatteerr tthhaatt wweeeekk aatt hhiiss LLoonngg BBeeaacchh hhoommee –– hhiiss fifirrsstt--ggrraaddee ssoonn rreeaadd hhiimm aa ppooeemm ffoorr aaLater that week at his Long Beach home – his first-grade son read him a poem for a
ccllaassss pprroojjoo eecctt.. AAss CCaarrtteerr lliisstteenneedd ttoo hhiiss ssoonn’’ss uuppllii iinngg wwoorrddss aabboouutt tthhee mmoooonn aannddclass project. As Carter listened to his son’s upli ing words about the moon and
ssttaarrss,, ssoommeetthhiinngg ssttrruucckk hhiimm:: WWhhaatt iiff II ddiidd tthhiiss ffoorr mmyy ssttuuddeennttss??stars, something struck him: What if I did this for my students?

TThhaatt’’ss hhooww CCaarrtteerr bbeeccaammee tthhee aauutthhoorr ooff ““IInnssppiirraa oonn 5522,,”” aaThat’s how Carter became the author of “Inspira on 52,” a ccoolllleecc oonn ooff uuppppppllii iinnggggggggcollec on of upli ing
pppppppooeemmss hhee wwrrootteepoems he wrote ffoorr hhiiss ccllaassss iinn 22000011,, wwhhiicchh ppuubblliisshheedd iinn 22000033.. SSiinnccee tthheenn,, hhee’’ss for his class in 2001, which published in 2003. Since then, he’s
ttaakkeenn tthhee bbooookk ttoo sscchhoooollss ssttaatteewwiiddee aanndd lleeaaddss ppooeettrryy wwoorrkksshhooppss ffoorr llooccaall sscchhoooollss,,taken the book to schools statewide and leads poetry workshops for local schools,
iinncclluuddiinngg JJoorrddaann HHiigghh SScchhooooll iinn LLoonngg BBeeaacchh..including Jordan High School in Long Beach.

OOnn TThhuurrssddaayy,, MMaarrcchh 77,, CCaarrtteerr wwoorrkkeedd wwiitthh aa ccllaassssrroooomm ooff ssttuuddeennttss iinn tthhee FFeemmaalleeOn Thursday, March 7, Carter worked with a classroom of students in the Female
LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp AAccaaddeemmyy,, wwhhoo ddiissccuusssseedd tthhee bbooookk’’ss ppooeemmss aanndd aallssoo sshhaarreedd ssoommee ooffLeadership Academy, who discussed the book’s poems and also shared some of
tthheeiirr oowwnn tthhoouugghhttss..their own thoughts.



DDuurriinngg tthhee wwoorrkksshhoopp,, ssttuuddeennttss rreeaadd tthhrroouugghh CCaarrtteerr’’ss ppooeemmss aanndd sshhaarreedd ttoo tthhee ccllaassssDuring the workshop, students read through Carter’s poems and shared to the class
wwhhaatt iitt mmeeaannss ttoo tthheemm.. SSoommee ooff tthheemm aallssoo wwrriittee tthheeiirr oowwnn ppooeemmss,, wwhhiillee ootthheerrsswhat it means to them. Some of them also write their own poems, while others
aaddddeedd ttoo CCaarrtteerr’’ss..added to Carter’s.

SSoommee ooff tthhee qquuootteess ssttuuddeennttss ccaammee uupp wwiitthh iinncclluuddeedd ““II ccaann ddoo aa lloott wwiitthh aa llii llee bbiitt,,””Some of the quotes students came up with included “I can do a lot with a li le bit,”
““OOwwnn wwhhoo yyoouu aarree,,”” aanndd ““TThhiinnkk bbee eerr,, ddoo bbee eerr..””“Own who you are,” and “Think be er, do be er.”

AA eerr eeaacchh ssttuuddeenntt pprreesseenntteedd hhiiss oorr hheerr ppooeemm,, CCaarrtteerr aanndd hhiiss ccllaassss ffoolllloowweedd bbyyA er each student presented his or her poem, Carter and his class followed by
eennccoouurraaggiinngg ““ssnnaappppiinngg..””encouraging “snapping.”

““TThheeyy’’rree ccoommiinngg uupp wwiitthh tthheeiirr oowwnn qquuootteess,, pprreesseenn nngg ttoo tthhee wwhhoollee ccllaassss aanndd bbeeiinngg“They’re coming up with their own quotes, presen ng to the whole class and being
vvaalliiddaatteedd,,”” hhee ssaaiidd.. ““WWhheenn tthheerree aarree qquuootteess lliikkee tthhiiss ((aabboovvee)),, II tteellll eevveerryyoonnee ttoo ppaauusseevalidated,” he said. “When there are quotes like this (above), I tell everyone to pause
aanndd wwrriittee iitt ddoowwnn..””and write it down.”

AAllssoo aa pprrooffeessssoorr aatt LLooyyoollaa MMaarryymmoouunntt UUnniivveerrssiittyy,, CCaarrtteerr iinnvviitteess hhiiss ppaarrttnneerriinnggAlso a professor at Loyola Marymount University, Carter invites his partnering
sscchhoooollss ttoo ttoouurr tthhee ccaammppuuss.. JJoorrddaann ccoouunnsseelloorrss HHeeaatthheerr BBaannkkss aanndd DDaanniittaa WWhhiittaakkeerr,,schools to tour the campus. Jordan counselors Heather Banks and Danita Whitaker,
wwhhoo wwoorrkk wwiitthh ssttuuddeennttss ttrryyiinngg ttoo mmeeeett tthheeiirr AA--GG rreeqquuiirreemmeennttss,, oorrggaanniizzeedd tthhee fifieellddwho work with students trying to meet their A-G requirements, organized the field
ttrriipp llaasstt mmoonntthh,, wwhheerree aapppplliiccaa oonnss ttoo ggoo ttoo tthhee uunniivveerrssiittyy fifilleedd iinn qquuiicckkeerr tthhaanntrip last month, where applica ons to go to the university filed in quicker than
tthheeyy’’vvee eevveerr sseeeenn..they’ve ever seen.

BBaannkkss ssaaiidd hheerr ssttuuddeennttss –– ssoommee iinn ffoosstteerr ccaarree,, ootthheerrss aallssoo ffoorrmmeerrllyy iinnccaarrcceerraatteedd ––Banks said her students – some in foster care, others also formerly incarcerated –
nneeeedd tthhee ttyyppee ooff mmoo vvaa oonn CCaarrtteerr’’ss pprrooggrraamm pprroovviiddeess..need the type of mo va on Carter’s program provides.

““TThheessee aarree kkiiddss tthhaatt aarree hhaarrdd ttoo bbrreeaakk,,”” BBaannkkss ssaaiidd.. ““WWhheenn II ssaayy hhaarrdd ttoo bbrreeaakk ––“These are kids that are hard to break,” Banks said. “When I say hard to break –
tthheeyy’’rree ttoouugghh;; yyoouu ccaann tteellll lliiffee hhaass jjuusstt bbeeeenn aa ddiiffifficcuulltt cchhaalllleennggee aanndd tthheeyy’’vvee hhaadd ttoothey’re tough; you can tell life has just been a difficult challenge and they’ve had to
bbee ttoouugghh.. AAnndd wwhheenn tthheeyy ccoommee iinn,, II ccoouulldd tteellll ffrroomm tthhee fifirrsstt mmee tthheeyy ccaammee iinn ttoobe tough. And when they come in, I could tell from the first me they came in to
tthhee sseeccoonndd mmee tthheeyy wwaallkkeedd oouutt,, yyoouu sseeee aa llii llee bbiitt ooff vvuullnneerraabbiilliittyy.. IItt’’ss rreeffrreesshhiinnggthe second me they walked out, you see a li le bit of vulnerability. It’s refreshing
ttoo sseeee tthheemm lleett ddoowwnn tthheeiirr gguuaarrdd..””to see them let down their guard.”



Poetry as therapy

CCaarrtteerr’’ss fifirrsstt tteeaacchhiinngg ggiigg wwaass iinn aa CCoommppttoonn eelleemmeennttaarryy sscchhooooll,, aa eerr ggrraadduuaa nnggCarter’s first teaching gig was in a Compton elementary school, a er gradua ng
ffrroomm LLooyyoollaa MMaarryymmoouunntt UUnniivveerrssiittyy iinn 11998866.. HHee tthheenn mmoovveedd ffrroomm LLooss AAnnggeelleessfrom Loyola Marymount University in 1986. He then moved from Los Angeles
UUnniififieedd SScchhooooll DDiissttrriicctt aanndd tthhee LLooss AAnnggeelleess CCoouunnttyy OOffifficcee,, wwhhiicchh llaannddeedd hhiimm aatt hhiissUnified School District and the Los Angeles County Office, which landed him at his
fifirrsstt LLoonngg BBeeaacchh aassssiiggnnmmeenntt iinn 11999944,, wwoorrkkiinngg iinn aa ssppeecciiaall pprrooggrraamm ffoorr ssttrruugggglliinnggfirst Long Beach assignment in 1994, working in a special program for struggling
ssttuuddeennttss aatt MMiilllliikkaann HHiigghh SScchhooooll..students at Millikan High School.

AA eerr tteeaacchhiinngg aatt sseevveerraall LLoonngg BBeeaacchh sscchhoooollss aanndd bbeeccoommiinngg aann aaddmmiinniissttrraattoorr,, hheeA er teaching at several Long Beach schools and becoming an administrator, he
eevveennttuuaallllyy wweenntt bbaacckk ttoo LLAACCOOEE iinn 22000011,, wwhheerree hhee ccaammee CCrreennsshhaaww iinn 22000011..eventually went back to LACOE in 2001, where he came Crenshaw in 2001.

TThhee fifirrsstt ppooeemm CCaarrtteerr wwrroottee –– tthhaatt wwoouulldd llaatteerr bbee ppuubblliisshheedd iinn hhiiss bbooookk –– wwaass tthheeThe first poem Carter wrote – that would later be published in his book – was the
nniigghhtt hhiiss ssoonn rreeaadd ttoo hhiimm.. AAss CCaarrtteerr ssaatt aatt hhiiss kkiittcchheenn ttaabbllee,, ttrryyiinngg ttoo tthhiinnkk ooff wwoorrddssnight his son read to him. As Carter sat at his kitchen table, trying to think of words

HHiiss ggooaall wwaass ttoo ccoonnnneecctt wwiitthh ssttuuddeennttss aabboouutt mmaakkiinngg tthhee rriigghhtt ddeecciissiioonnss,, eevveenn iiffHis goal was to connect with students about making the right decisions, even if
tthheeyy’’rree ttoouugghh;; aanndd fifinnddiinngg wwaayyss ttoo iimmpprroovvee yyoouurr lliiffee..they’re tough; and finding ways to improve your life.

AAttAAAA sscchhooooll tthhee nneexxtt ddaayy,, CCaarrtteerr wwrroottee tthhee ppooeemm oonn tthhee ccllaassss wwhhiitteebbooaarrdd.. HHee aasskkeeddAt school the next day, Carter wrote the poem on the class whiteboard. He asked
tthhee ssttuuddeennttss ttoo mmeemmoorriizzee iitt aanndd rreecciittee iitt ttoo tthhee ccllaassss aatt tthhee eenndd ooff tthhee wweeeekk..the students to memorize it and recite it to the class at the end of the week.

TThhee ssttuuddeennttss,, aatt fifirrsstt,, wweerree rreelluuccttaanntt..The students, at first, were reluctant.



HHiiss ggooaall wwaass ttoo ccoonnnneecctt wwiitthh ssttuuddeennttss aabboouutt mmaakkiinngg tthhee rriigghhtt ddeecciissiioonnss,, eevveenn iiffHis goal was to connect with students about making the right decisions, even if
tthheeyy’’rree ttoouugghh;; aanndd fifinnddiinngg wwaayyss ttoo iimmpprroovvee yyoouurr lliiffee..they’re tough; and finding ways to improve your life.

AAttAAAA sscchhooooll tthhee nneexxtt ddaayy,, CCaarrtteerr wwrroottee tthhee ppooeemm oonn tthhee ccllaassss wwhhiitteebbooaarrdd.. HHee aasskkeeddAt school the next day, Carter wrote the poem on the class whiteboard. He asked
tthhee ssttuuddeennttss ttoo mmeemmoorriizzee iitt aanndd rreecciittee iitt ttoo tthhee ccllaassss aatt tthhee eenndd ooff tthhee wweeeekk..the students to memorize it and recite it to the class at the end of the week.

TThhee ssttuuddeennttss,, aatt fifirrsstt,, wweerree rreelluuccttaanntt..The students, at first, were reluctant.

TThheeyy ttoolldd CCaarrtteerr tthheeyy ““ddiiddnn’’tt ddoo”” ppooeettrryy.. BBuutt wwhheenn tthhee tteeaacchheerr ssaaiidd tthheeiirr pprroobbaa oonnThey told Carter they “didn’t do” poetry. But when the teacher said their proba on
ooffifficceerrss wwoouulldd bbee tthheerree ttoo wwaattcchh,, iitt sswwaayyeedd aatt lleeaasstt 8800 ppeerrcceenntt ooff tthhee ccllaassss ttooofficers would be there to watch, it swayed at least 80 percent of the class to
ppaarr cciippaattee..par cipate.

““TThheeyy rroocckkeedd tthhaatt tthhiinngg,,”” CCaarrtteerr rreeccaalllleedd wwiitthh aa pprroouudd ssmmiillee..“They rocked that thing,” Carter recalled with a proud smile.

EEaacchh wweeeekk,, CCaarrtteerr wwoouulldd wwrriittee aa nneeww ppooeemm aanndd rreeppeeaatt tthhee eexxeerrcciissee.. HHee aallssooEach week, Carter would write a new poem and repeat the exercise. He also
eennccoouurraaggeedd tthhee ssttuuddeennttss ttoo ddrraa tthheeiirr oowwnn ppooeemmss oorr aarrtt,, wwiitthh ssiimmiillaarr tthheemmeess..encouraged the students to dra  their own poems or art, with similar themes.

AA eerr aa ffeeww wweeeekkss,, CCaarrtteerr wwaass hhaappppiillyy ssuurrpprriisseedd ttoo sseeee tthhee ssttuuddeennttss wweerree aasskkiinnggA er a few weeks, Carter was happily surprised to see the students were asking
wwhhaatt tthhee nneeww ppooeemm ooff tthhee wweeeekk wwoouulldd bbee..what the new poem of the week would be.

And they also wrote their own. Many of which are featured in “Inspiration52.”

One of the poems is “The Choices I Make,” written by 10th grader Jami Butrell;
about gettin kicked out of school, drinking and eventually joining a gang. However, 
it has a happy ending: she’s doing well in school, wants to turn her life around and 
join the Navy.



““II ggoott rreedd ooff wwaass nngg mmee aanndd tthhrroowwiinngg uupp,,”” iitt rreeaadd.. ““SSoo II ssaaiidd nnooww iiss tthhee ppooiinntt iinn“I got red of was ng me and throwing up,” it read. “So I said now is the point in
mmyy lliiffee wwhheerree II nneeeedd ttoo ggrrooww uupp..””my life where I need to grow up.”

CCaarrtteerr ssaaiidd hhee ssaaww aa ccuullttuurraall cchhaannggee iinn hhiiss ccllaassssrroooomm aass mmoorree mmee wweenntt oonn;; aanndd hheeCarter said he saw a cultural change in his classroom as more me went on; and he
lleeaarrnneedd mmoorree aabboouutt hhiiss ssttuuddeenntt’’ss ssttrruugggglleess..learned more about his student’s struggles.

IIff aa kkiidd iiss rreedd iinn ccllaassss aanndd ttrryyiinngg ttoo sslleeeepp,, ffoorr eexxaammppllee,, CCaarrtteerr wwoouulldd lleeaarrnn tthhaattIf a kid is red in class and trying to sleep, for example, Carter would learn that
tthheeyy’’rree tthhee pprriimmaarryy ccaarreeggiivveerr ffoorr tthheeiirr yyoouunnggeerr ssiibblliinnggss;; oorr wwoorrkk aa nniigghhtt jjoobb..they’re the primary caregiver for their younger siblings; or work a night job.

““IItt hheellppss ttoo vvaalliiddaattee tthheemm aanndd iitt ggiivveess tthheemm aann ooppppoorrttuunniittyy ttoo hhaavvee aa vvooiiccee aanndd bbee“It helps to validate them and it gives them an opportunity to have a voice and be
ccrreeaa vvee,,”” hhee ssaaiidd.. ““IItt’’ss lliikkee tthheerraappyy.. SSoommee mmeess yyoouu’’vvee ggoott ttoo ttaallkk aabboouutt tthheessee tthhiinnggsscrea ve,” he said. “It’s like therapy. Some mes you’ve got to talk about these things
bbuutt yyoouu hhaavvee nnoobbooddyy ttoo ttaallkk ttoo;; ssoommee mmeess yyoouu aacctt oouutt iinn ccllaassss..””but you have nobody to talk to; some mes you act out in class.”

EE mmii llyy RR aassmmuusssseennE mily R asmussen
EEmmiillyy ccoovveerrss eedduuccaa oonn aanndd ddeevveelloopmepmenntt ffoorr tthhee LLoonngg BBeeaacchhEmily covers educa on and development for the Long Beach
PPrreessss--TTeeTTT lleeggrraamm.. AA nnaa vvee ooff LLoonngg BBeeaacchh,, EEmmiillyy iiss aann aalluummnnaa ooff tthheePress-Telegram. A na ve of Long Beach, Emily is an alumna of the
CCaall SSttaattee LLoonngg BBeeaacchh JJoouurrnnaalliissmm DDeepaparrttmmeenntt.. PPrriioorr ttoo jjooiinniinngg tthheeCal State Long Beach Journalism Department. Prior to joining the
PPrreessss--TTeeTTT lleeggrraamm,, EEmmiillyy wwaass cciittyy eeddiittoorr ooff TThhee CCaappiissttrraannoo DDiissppaattcchhPress-Telegram, Emily was city editor of The Capistrano Dispatch

iinn SSaann JJuuaann CCaapipissttrraannoo,, aa ccoonnttrriibbuu nngg wwrriitteerr ffoorr tthhee OOrraannggee CCoouunnttyy RReeggiisstteerr aannddin San Juan Capistrano, a contribu ng writer for the Orange County Register and
thhee nneewwss eeddiittoorr ffoorr TThhee EEddggee iinn LLoonngg BBeeaacchh..the news editor for The Edge in Long Beach.


