
 
 
What is Poetry Out Loud (POL)? 
Poetry Out Loud is a national competition that focuses on poetry memorization and recitation. It is a 
pyramid-style competition (see “How does Poetry Out Loud work?” below for more information). POL is 
funded by the National Endowment for the Arts through the North Carolina Arts Council. You can find 
more information about the program as a whole on the national Poetry Out Loud website here. 
 
Who is eligible to participate in Poetry Out Loud? 
All HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS (those in 9th-12th grades) are eligible to participate in Poetry Out Loud 
at the classroom and county level. This includes students who are in public, private, and charter 
schools, and those who are homeschooled. 
 
To compete at the national level, students must be US citizens or permanent residents with valid tax 
identification or a Social Security number. Students are responsible for verifying their eligibility, and will 
not be able to receive cash payments and travel awards without this documentation. A student may 
participate in the program at the classroom and county levels if they are not a US citizen or permanent 
resident, but may not advance to the state level. It is possible these regulations will change for 
2018-2019; the NC State Coordinator will communicate any changes of this nature. 
 
Any student who advances to the state semi-final level MUST have competed in at least one 
competition before this (at the classroom, school, or county level). The state semi-finals CANNOT be 
their first competition. 
 
How does Poetry Out Loud Work? 
Poetry Out Loud is a pyramid competition, which means that students compete at multiple levels. This 
year, the path through the competition process looks like this: 
 
CLASSROOM > SCHOOL > COUNTY > STATE SEMI-FINALS > STATE FINALS > NATIONALS 
 
The state semi-finals and finals competitions are coordinated by the NC State Coordinator (Lauren 
Smith, who is also the Learning Director at Triad Stage).  
 
The county competition is coordinated by a County Coordinator, usually a teacher or administrator 
within a county who is willing to take on this responsibility. It is also possible to have a library director or 
arts organization staff members coordinate the county competition.  
 
The school competition is coordinated by a Lead Teacher usually a classroom teacher, instructional 
coach, or administrator at an individual school. 
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Classroom competitions are coordinated by individual classroom teachers with support from their 
school coordinator.  
 
You can find more information about these roles in the “Roles and Responsibilities” section below. 
 
Registration 
All registration is handled online. You can access this year’s registration from here: 
https://goo.gl/forms/RSNLro36TcGUIOJb2  
 
Once your registration form is complete, you will receive a confirmation email from the State 
Coordinator, and your copies of the Teacher Toolkit will go in the mail. You can also access a PDF 
version of the Teacher Toolkit, which contains tons of great information about incorporating poetry into 
your curriculum, setting up your competition, recruiting judges, and making the program accessible at 
www.poetryoutloud.org.  
 
The deadline for registration is Friday, November 2nd, 2018. 
 

What if I’m the only teacher in my school participating? 
That’s fine! Many schools in North Carolina operate this way. If you are the only teacher in your 
building, your classroom winner will be the default winner for your school, and will advance to 
the county competition.  

 
What if I’m the only school in my county participating? 
Not a problem, either! If you are the only high school in your county, or the only school 
participating in your county, your school winner will automatically advance to the state 
semi-finals in Greensboro. 

 
Roles and Responsibilities 
 
Classroom Teachers: Classroom teachers are the heart of Poetry Out Loud! As a classroom teacher, 
you will be your students’ entry point into poetry as a literary form, as well as likely to the competition. 
You are responsible for incorporating poetry into your curriculum, supporting your students as they 
prepare for the classroom-level competition, and coordinating your classroom competition itself. This 
includes recruiting judges and training them in the Poetry Out Loud format. You may do this with the 
support of your school coordinator. You can find more information about recruiting and preparing 
judges on the POL website here.  
 
Lead Teachers: Lead Teachers for schools have some important responsibilities in making sure that all 
of the pieces of the POL program come to fruition. 

● Lead Teachers are responsible for registering their school (and all participating teachers) with 
the state competition. You can access this registration form 
https://goo.gl/forms/RSNLro36TcGUIOJb2  

● Organizing your school competition. This includes securing a date, space, and judges for the 
school competition. You can find more information about organizing a competition at this link to 
the POL website. 

● Communicating your school winner information with your County Coordinator by the deadline 
that person sets. 

● Communicating your school winner to the State Coordinator by Friday, January 11th.  
● Communicating with your county coordinator to secure a date for the county competition. 
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County Coordinators: County Coordinators are responsible for working with Lead Teachers within their 
county to produce the county competition and communicating with the state coordinator regarding the 
county winner who will advance to the state competition. 

● Communicating with school coordinators in your county to reach a mutually-workable date, time, 
and location for the county competition. 

● Scheduling and reserving space for the county competition. 
● Securing and training judges for the county competition. You can find more information about 

organizing a competition at this link to the POL website. 
● Supporting school coordinators and classroom teachers throughout your county (particularly 

first-time participants) as they implement Poetry Out Loud.  
 
Rules and Procedures 
Rules at the national level are determined by the National Endowment for the Arts and the Poetry 
Foundation. Please review rules about eligibility here: 
http://www.poetryoutloud.org/competition/rules-and-eligiblity  
 
Perhaps most importantly, students who compete at the state level must have three poems prepared. 
All poems must be from the Poetry Out Loud online anthology OR the Poetry Out Loud print 
anthology. You can access these documents online at www.poetryoutloud.org.  
All students must also adhere to the following criteria: 

● One poem must be 25 lines or fewer. 
● One poem must be pre-20th century. 

These criteria can be satisfied by the same poem (i.e. the poem may be 25 lines or fewer AND written 
before the 20th century), and this poem may be the student’s third poem. 
 
There are also rules and regulations that are determined at the state level by the state coordinator. 
Generally, the state competition will mirror the national competition setup as closely as possible. 
 
Regions:  
The state will be divided into three regions: Eastern, Central, and Western. State semi-finalists (county 
winners) will be assigned to one of those regions and will compete in the regional semi-final first. 
Regional designations may change from year to year to keep the number of participants per 
region as even as possible. For example, a county might have been in the Eastern region in a prior 
year, but because the levels of participation shift across the state, that same county might be in the 
Central region the following year. Regional designations will be shared with County Coordinators, Lead 
Teachers, and Semi-Finalists about two weeks before the state competition.  
 
Rounds of Competition: 
Semi-finalists will participate in two rounds of competition. During each round, they will recite one of 
their poems, in the pre-determined order.  
 
After the semi-finals, scores will be calculated and the top three students from each semi-final 
competition will advance to the final competition. 
 
In the final competition, all nine students will participate in the first two rounds of competition, reciting 
their first and second poems in the same order they did during the semi-finals. 
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After these two rounds, scores will be calculated and the top five finalists will advance to the final round 
of competition. During this round, each student will recite their third poem. The scores from this poem 
will be added to the scores from the first two poems in order to determine the winner and runner-up.  
 
Room Location and Setup: 
Semi-final competitions will take place within the Triad Stage building unless otherwise noted due to 
factors such as inclement weather re-scheduling. There are three spaces within the building: the 
UpStage Cabaret, the Sloan Rehearsal Hall, and the Pyrle Theater. Each semi-final will take place in 
one of these spaces, which will be announced about two weeks before the state competition. All of the 
spaces will be set up as similarly as possible, with students reciting their microphones into a 
microphone set up at the front of the room. Judges will be set up at a table near the front of the 
audience space.  
 
Because the Pyrle Theater will also be used for the finals competition, the students who participate in 
the semi-final located in that space will be oriented to the side rather than toward the front of the room, 
so as not to offer these students and unfair advantage of reciting their poem twice in the same space. 
 
Judges and Scoring: 
Judges will be recruited solely by the State Coordinator and the North Carolina Arts Council. Their 
recruitment will be based on their experience in poetry and performance. Some judges may return 
multiple years in a row. Judges will be randomly assigned to the semi-final competitions. 
 
Scoring will be based on the criteria put forth by the National Endowment for the Arts. All students will 
be scored on the same criteria and scoresheet. You can find information about the categories on which 
students will be scored in the Teacher Toolkit, as well as online at www.poetryoutloud.org. If you have 
any questions about scoring, please don’t hesitate to contact State Coordinator Lauren Smith at 
poetryoutloud@triadstage.org. 
 
Judges will hand their scoresheets to a judge runner, who will tally the scores and hand them to a 
designated scorekeeper. The scorekeeper will double-check the tally and confer with judges if needed 
to confirm that the score entered into the scorekeeping spreadsheet is accurate.  
 
Copies of scoresheets from the state semi-finals and final competition will be made available to 
students and teachers within two weeks of the state competition.  
 
Recommendations 
The point person for the level of competition (Lead Teachers at the school level, County Coordinators 
at the county level, and the State Coordinator at the state level) are responsible for making decisions 
regarding procedures at that level. The national competition nor the state competition puts 
requirements on school and county competitions. However, the state competition does offer several 
guidelines that are strongly recommended for competition organizers follow in order to ensure as 
much fairness as possible and to make sure students are as prepared as possible for the state 
semi-finals and final competition. These recommendations are below: 
 
Student Preparation: 

● Go over scoring criteria with students. Make sure that your students know how they will be 
judged. The scoresheets and judging criteria are available online.  

● Have students watch national finalists’ recitations. Many video recordings of national 
finalists from previous years are available on the POL website. These are great teaching tools to 
help students understand the way different criteria may manifest in performance. 
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● Have students focus on their accuracy as they memorize and prepare their poems. 
Accuracy represents a larger percentage of the total score than any of the other categories, and 
a student may have an exceptional recitation but lose enough points in terms of accuracy so 
that they don’t move on to the next round. 

 
 
 
Organizing Your Competition: 

● Use microphones at school and county competitions if available. If you have microphones 
available at your school or can borrow a microphone from another organization (i.e. a library, a 
local nonprofit, or through an in-kind donation rental from a sound company), the state 
competition organizers recommend that you use them at your school and county competitions 
so students get used to reciting behind a microphone. 

● If you are using a microphone, make sure students have an opportunity to test the 
microphone before the competition. Especially if students are unfamiliar with using a 
microphone, it is helpful to give them the option to walk up to the microphone, state their name 
and poem title, and practice adjusting the microphone to their height. An emcee or host for the 
competition can also adjust the microphone for them.  

● Have students move through multiple rounds of competition at each level. While it is not 
required that the school or county competition have multiple rounds for students to participate 
in, getting the hang of moving between poems is helpful for further levels of competition. Make 
sure that students at the county level recite at least two poems, and preferably have the 
opportunity to recite all three like they will potentially need to at the state semi-final and final 
competitions. 

● Recruit judges and accuracy judges who are less familiar with students’ work. It’s 
advantageous to recruit judges and accuracy judges who are from outside your school if 
possible (library directors, local poets or actors, district-level administrators, and local TV or 
radio personalities offer some options). Additionally, at the county level, it’s helpful if judges and 
accuracy judges are affiliated with none of the schools whose winners are competing. 

 
Deadlines 
The following is a list of important deadlines to keep in mind throughout the year: 

● Monday, August 13th: Registration launches 
● September 1st, 2018: POL online anthology available for 2018-2019 
● Friday, January 18th: Deadline for submitting county winner to NC POL Coordinator 
● Saturday, February 16th: State Semi-Finals and Finals in Greensboro 
● April 29th-May 1st, 2019: National Competition in Washington, D.C. 

 
 
 

FAQ 
 
How are Lead Teachers and County Coordinators selected? 
Lead Teachers are selected at the school level, and generally are teachers or curriculum specialists 
who are excited about the program and able to take on the administrative responsibilities related to the 
position. The State Coordinator does not address Lead Teachers, and asks that schools make the 
decision that is right for them. 
 
County Coordinators are selected based on interest (generally, this is someone who has held the 
position of District Coordinator in the past system, or someone who has participated in the program 
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before. In the case of a new county coming on board, the State Coordinator will ask for a volunteer from 
that county to serve as the County Coordinator). If there is interest in being the County Coordinator 
from more than one individual, two individuals may serve as Co-County Coordinators (this model has 
worked well in several counties around the state). 
 
Does POL have to be integrated into my curriculum or can it be an extracurricular activity? 
The state competition strongly recommensd that POL is integrated into general English or Theatre 
curriculum (or into an enrichment or study hall period) in order to reach students who might not have 
experience with or interest in poetry at the beginning of the process. The NEA has excellent resources 
on integrating POL programming into general English curriculum (see below for more information). 
Integration during the school day often leads to higher participation in general and reaching students 
who might not otherwise choose or be able to attend an extracurricular activity. 
 
That said, if integrating POL into general classroom curriculum is not possible at your school, you may 
host a POL competition as part of a poetry or drama club, or as an extracurricular activity on its own. If 
you choose this route, it helps to  recruit students to participate as broadly as possible so as to have an 
exciting and rich competition.  
 
How do I incorporate POL into my curriculum? 
The NEA has excellent resources available in terms of integrating poetry into classroom curriculum. 
Here are some resources to check out: 
 
Teacher Preparation for POL: http://www.poetryoutloud.org/teaching-resources/teacher-preparation  
Lesson Plans: http://www.poetryoutloud.org/teaching-resources/lesson-plans 
NCTE and Common Core Standards: 
http://www.poetryoutloud.org/teaching-resources/ncte-english-teaching-standards  
 
Can a school only have one student participant? 
No. Every student who advanced to the state level must have participated in at least one competitive 
level before the state finals, which means that there needs to be at least a classroom competition. 
Additionally, students tend to be the most prepared and confident at the state level if they have 
participated in levels of competition before (classroom, school, and district or county).  
 
I’m with a private or a charter school. Can I still participate? 
Yes! You will register via the process described above, and will be connected with the County 
Coordinator where your school is located. 
 
I homeschool my child or am part of a homeschool cooperative. Can I still participate? 
Yes! If you are part of a cooperative, it is helpful if multiple families participate in POL so that you can 
have the equivalent of a school competition within the cooperative itself. The winner of that level would 
then advance to the appropriate county competition based on where the cooperative is based (if the 
cooperative spans more than one county, the student’s home address would be used to determine the 
county competition that they would participate in).  
 
If you are an individual homeschool parent or family, please email State Coordinator Lauren Smith at 
poetryoutloud@triadstage.org. She can connect you with the closest school in your area that 
participates in POL and see if it is possible for your child to participate in their classroom or school 
competition. If this isn’t possible, she can connect you with the County Coordinator so you can receive 
information about the county competition. If there is no other participating school or homeschool 
cooperative in your county, it is similar to what happens if only one student at a school is interested. 
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The student must compete in at least one level of competition before advancing to the state level, so if 
there is no county competition to join, it would be best for you to work to recruit other homeschool 
families or schools in your area to participate. 
 
Is the program accessible for students with differing abilities? 
Yes! This is a high priority for Poetry Out Loud. You can find more information about the national 
competition and accessibility here: http://www.poetryoutloud.org/teaching-resources/accessibility. If you 
have a student who needs accommodations in order to participate (i.e. wheelchair-accessible stage 
area, ASL interpretation, etc.) at the County or State level, contact the respective coordinator.  
 
Can a student who is Deaf or hard-of-hearing recite their poem in ASL? 
Yes! If you are a Lead Teacher or County Coordinator who has a student who would like to recite in 
ASL, please contact State Coordinator Lauren Smith at poetryoutloud@triadstage.org. 
 
What about other types of accessibility?  
Poetry Out Loud is designed to be accessible for students with varying abilities. Below, please find a list 
of resources for making competitions accessible: 
 
Accessibility Resources: http://www.poetryoutloud.org/teaching-resources/accessibility 
You can also find an ASL Supplement to the Teacher’s Guide, Judge’s Guide, and POL Organizer’s 
Guide at this website. 
 
If you have questions about making your school or county competition accessible, or if you have 
questions or accessibility requests for the state competition, please contact State Coordinator Lauren 
Smith at poetryoutloud@triadstage.org. 
 
What if I have other questions that aren’t on this list? 
You are welcome to contact NC State Coordinator Lauren Smith at poetryoutloud@triadstage.org or at 
336.274.0067, ext 222. 
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