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Sijo: Power in Diversity
monty / February 3, 2020

By Elizabeth Jorgensen

Today’s Diverse Classrooms

I want the junior and senior students in my creative writing classes to discover the potential in
writing and to appreciate diverse voices. Knowing the traditional canon is often too narrow, I
incorporate diverse texts; I aim to increase a student’s capacity for empathy, to help them
identify with my curriculum and to understand others and themselves.

In sharing Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart or Sandra Cisneros’s Eleven or Lopez Lomong’s
Running for My Life, teachers allow students to better know someone else—or at least to
consider his or her perspective; diverse texts also help students realize their own voice has
value and worth. As Rudine Sims Bishop suggests, diverse texts “help us to understand each
other better by changing our attitudes towards difference.”

To diversify my curriculum, I share a Korean form of poetry called sijo. After learning about the
sijo form, my students both read and write sijo. Sijo can help students focus on small moments,
quiet details—to notice, think, and explore. To slow down. To narrow their focus on something
poignant, meaningful, beautiful. Sijo is a poetry form that can live within—and beyond—
traditional ELA or writing curriculums.
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To introduce sijo, I share exemplars. My students discuss; then, they write and submit poems to
writers’ markets including the Sejong Cultural Society’s annual sijo competition (in collaboration
with the Korea Institute at Harvard University). This gives students a purpose for their poem,
beyond a grade or classroom assignment.

In 2019, two of my students were named honorable mentions in the national sijo competition,
winning $50 each. Senior Kaitlyn Laufenberg said, “This competition pushed my creativity. My
English teacher, Ms. Jorgensen, was a huge help in digging deep into my creative side that has
been hard for me to find. I am so grateful for her help and also to have been part of this
competition.”
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Junior Erin Vanevenhoven said, “I really enjoyed writing this sijo poem and a few others I wrote
in my creative writing class because of the format. The sijo structure gave me freedom to write
about what I wanted without worrying about how to write it. While writing my sijo poem, I
learned how to think outside the box and that there are many different ways to express what I
want to say.”

Korea’s Sijo

When choosing my curriculum, I consider diversity in both author and form. Since students
know haiku, limerick, sonnet and acrostic—and Robert Frost, Shel Silverstein and Walt
Whitman—I add a new form. This challenges students to see what is possible within writing
and to consider diversity in not only voice, but also in shape, sound and style. 

Sijo presents students with a structure for their stories. Korea’s sijo is a poetry form akin to
Japan’s haiku. With three lines, divided thematically and structurally by line and syllable count,
students are able to take their ideas from thought or experience to composition. Sijo’s brevity
(44 to 46 syllables) easily fits into a curriculum, manageable for busy teachers, as well as
struggling readers or writers. 

Privacy & Cookies: This site uses cookies. By continuing to use this website, you agree to their use. 
To find out more, including how to control cookies, see here: Cookie Policy

Close and accept

https://writerswhocare.files.wordpress.com/2020/02/jorgensen_photo-2.jpg
http://sejongculturalsociety.org/writing/past/2019/winnerssijo.php#hm5pc
https://writerswhocare.files.wordpress.com/2020/02/jorgensen_photo-3.jpg
https://automattic.com/cookies


5/9/2020 Sijo: Power in Diversity | Teachers, Profs, Parents: Writers Who Care

https://writerswhocare.wordpress.com/2020/02/03/sijo-power-in-diversity/ 4/12

REPORT THIS AD REPORT THIS AD

Learning a new form of poetry helps students express new ideas. To write effectively within the
sijo form, students 1) narrow their focus, 2) find a point to their story and 3) manipulate word
choice to fit the syllabic constraints.

Whether or not students view themselves as poets, they all have stories to tell, emotions to
explore and experiences to process. Sijo can be an avenue for students to learn about
classmates and for teachers to learn about students; it can also be a vehicle for students to
contribute their voice to the classroom and school community—and the larger canon. 

Writing for the Sejong Cultural Society’s competition gives students a purpose and motivation
(the $500 top prize working as incentive). The competition also hosts an adult division ($1,000
prize) for adults, which encourages teachers to write alongside students.
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Female Voices 

Because sijo are written about human experiences, students are able to make connections and
explore the world—through their eyes, their classmates’ eyes, and the perspectives of other
authors. Hearing poems from diverse voices helps students develop empathy for lives that
aren’t theirs; it allows students to appreciate a variety of perspectives; and it encourages
connections for those who feel alone. It also gives students topic ideas. 

Because students have grown accustomed to hearing male voices (like Frost, Silverstein and
Whitman), I focus on sharing female voices. In Tap Dancing On the Roof, Linda Sue Park
writes sijo that move chronologically through the school year and school day. I share her book
with my classes. Students notice relatable occurrences: soccer games, after school snacks,
bedtime stories.

Students comment on how Park uses experience and wordplay; they brainstorm topics for their
own sijo and use Park as inspiration. In our discussions, students learn anything can be poetic
—even hunting for artifacts on the beach. 

In addition to Park, I share poems by Hwang Chin-i, Kisaeng (female performers) and Elizabeth
St.Jacques (a Canadian poet). Each of these represent a female voice. 

Self Expression

After reading professional and previous winning student sijo, I encourage students to find a
story worth sharing—their own or someone else’s. I ask them to dig deep into their most
powerful thoughts, the ones tugging at them, begging to be explored. Brave students embrace
their own experiences—challenging, humorous, embarrassing—while others write fiction. 

Students list topic ideas in their writers’ notebooks and discuss options in their writers’ groups.
Students think-pair-share and then I lead a classroom discussion. We explore the point of
poetry, the tension students might build, the twist a poem may include. I aim to make poetry
manageable and enjoyable. 

Although I write alongside my students, sharing the messy process of brainstorming, drafting
and editing, I also share my published sijo (Gyroscope Review, Issue 19-3 Summer 2019).
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In my sijo, students learn about my life and struggles; they also hear another female voice.
When I am vulnerable—when I share an innermost struggle—students follow suit, taking risks
and opening up with their own stories, rich in reflection, pain, humor or empathy. Reading each
other’s sijo develops relationships, as students make connections and appreciate talents.

REPORT THIS AD REPORT THIS AD

Empathy Through Poetic Fiction 

Students need not limit their sijo topic to personal experience; a fictionalized perspective can
also work. The 2019 second place poem in the Sejong Cultural Society’s sijo competition
considered the point of view of a female outcast, required to entertain the upper class. In
composing this poem, Hye In Lee imagined a different experience, during a different time, for a
different person. Her sijo encouraged readers to empathize and grow an understanding of a
woman born into a predetermined fate.

Lee said, “I’ve sought to incorporate Korean culture into my poetry and wanted to write from the
perspective of a woman in Korean history. I came across the stories of the kisaeng, who often
dealt with the sijo style, and thought it would be interesting to write a sijo from a kisaeng’s
perspective.”

Dante Kirkman, an eighth grade student from Palo Alto, California, received an honorable
mention in 2016. He explored aging, religion and poverty in his poem.

Ad closed by 

I see it too often

Not interested

Already bought
product

It's
inappropriate

Ad closed by 
It's

inappropriate

Already bought
product

Not interested

Ad design issue

Privacy & Cookies: This site uses cookies. By continuing to use this website, you agree to their use. 
To find out more, including how to control cookies, see here: Cookie Policy

Close and accept

https://writerswhocare.files.wordpress.com/2020/02/jorgensen_photo-6.jpg
http://sejongculturalsociety.org/writing/past/2019/winners/sijo.php#2pc
http://sejongculturalsociety.org/writing/past/2019/winnerssijo.php#2pc
https://sejongculturalsociety.org/writing/past/2016/winnerssijo.php#1
https://sejongculturalsociety.org/writing/past/2016/winners/sijo.php#hm3
https://cat.va.us.criteo.com/delivery/ck.php?cppv=3&cpp=HLQdjEkEApP5H3CL6WhQIhxBDdgbVsAyQE4_8MTJARQdReP9t_Z41-aFDysVYy0xQNhluRgpnvHwz6iM_E_HC10uMe4o9zXnWQN5lYtyqTToED-T_9MnL9U10wVWlsbq4WZKp-vQ_Sl5HEvghSQvEVnDo0Hp-2M0_e-YEtYDWWkCAM9hbMycSo6rohET1QRct4VwE5RQjLsdO2_5ITofxqQPBk70VTEt0sblwQSyADb64F8GN5156ikASKHADyWuZMHGPWEbW5pbotTbWwZWPRhPQY7BUWCJZWtzxWj8sax7Mxpf-aoSTuvazfUbpUazIAAhEvC5_8D5iMn8oHQ3dt07uGKnKyJ963xKNvQFYh5JOfJnYvHUM_DYBBDwiZilGj-riEWPfFJetKLfmm4w7lN1ep086TpxSQ5nT9Tax6jkA2M3U3bhyi0RcYiF8qc-9zIl6aQQfHJ-YmEatmtBBjevggQ&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.abt.com%2Fproduct%2F70714%2FTechnivorm-Moccamaster-Silver-Coffee-Maker-79312.html%3Futm_source%3Dcrt%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dretargeting_local
https://cat.va.us.criteo.com/delivery/ck.php?cppv=3&cpp=HLQdjEkEApP5H3CL6WhQIhxBDdgbVsAyQE4_8MTJARQdReP9t_Z41-aFDysVYy0xQNhluRgpnvHwz6iM_E_HC10uMe4o9zXnWQN5lYtyqTToED-T_9MnL9U10wVWlsbq4WZKp-vQ_Sl5HEvghSQvEVnDo0Hp-2M0_e-YEtYDWWkCAM9hbMycSo6rohET1QRct4VwE5RQjLsdO2_5ITofxqQPBk70VTEt0sblwQSyADb64F8GN5156ikASKHADyWuZMHGPWEbW5pbotTbWwZWPRhPQY7BUWCJZWtzxWj8sax7Mxpf-aoSTuvazfUbpUazIAAhEvC5_8D5iMn8oHQ3dt07uGKnKyJ963xKNvQFYh5JOfJnYvHUM_DYBBDwiZilGj-riEWPfFJetKLfmm4w7lN1ep086TpxSQ5nT9Tax6jkA2M3U3bhyi0RcYiF8qc-9zIl6aQQfHJ-YmEatmtBBjevggQ&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.abt.com%2Fproduct%2F70714%2FTechnivorm-Moccamaster-Silver-Coffee-Maker-79312.html%3Futm_source%3Dcrt%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dretargeting_local
https://cat.va.us.criteo.com/delivery/ck.php?cppv=3&cpp=DzpX6EkEApP5H3CL6WhQIhxBDdgbVsAyQE4_8MTJARQdReP9t_Z41-aFDysVYy0xQNhluRgpnvHwz6iM_E_HC10uMe4o9zXnWQN5lYtyqTToED-T_9MnL9U10wVWlsbq4WZKp-vQ_Sl5HEvghSQvEVnDo0Hp-2M0_e-YEtYDWWkCAM9hqEYnUntV_qUW84b_Intzx6uT9fmiKe3fUSPhH9sAx-vjIJca1ZvtutMSjaj-ludgt7cdxuufnC0qgXCaMX4N8zK7AiDbNGjKY5shqkPaILinpT6y_1RnlglShMT-5s0jsjNYZUzUPPgUd2T5btHlTEsUmdLUVdxUxTkmKOJUOrksQiYnrGSXq_uqyfsRrl7gqtsNq4LGGEA-bejHEalGN89Q6fLbY7dRJEgrrDFc_CuhcyvUvnt1n-MBFTXtd-SdI6l9gWV82zbJclQLtIScL0ArVn1Mnp9I24WVRx3O0H4&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.abt.com%2Fproduct%2F63369%2FBreville-Infuser-Espresso-Machine-BES840XL.html%3Futm_source%3Dcrt%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dretargeting_local
https://cat.va.us.criteo.com/delivery/ck.php?cppv=3&cpp=KLGZ0UkEApP5H3CL6WhQIhxBDdgbVsAyQE4_8MTJARQdReP9t_Z41-aFDysVYy0xQNhluRgpnvHwz6iM_E_HC10uMe4o9zXnWQN5lYtyqTToED-T_9MnL9U10wVWlsbq4WZKp-vQ_Sl5HEvghSQvEVnDo0HKD_cHZFzmIDMy5dGhVaiAwYZNWXG8BYOyJH1f-lan0digbvy3J3R53NugN_YEMMDEcE77TW5bGzREp3NjvbqDNnMbqA4J7N2yVwLEGoh2F6Hkel6vhs9A8P_-hyXQIczO5FwDnCgxCxjUZ0NM3uUx7VvclFyxg_SEMqCTQdn6McV5-fHifWnE2gP_9Zx92vBi9N_lpRQkHzk551CmIZKJje5SFkEP2QaGl9vaL6yLSVwbMdCpmhl1lipX3P1qgmNJ7jpKOySUxDzVMsfD_kOE1QVjqfHptjIufkADzGVt6huFSkvaLNdJDzAOwvTxXiM&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.abt.com%2Fproduct%2F69763%2FBreville-Stainless-Steel-Barista-Express-BES870XL.html%3Futm_source%3Dcrt%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dretargeting_local
https://privacy.us.criteo.com/adcenter?cppv=3&cpp=bBxdN_kdYoHmx-lK8yKQWMW_yHwwk-6VUdaZ-TVuBG2p0Rd1jhExA65SLaJK2f1wmZ_AJFt-n0uLwc-7F38xrJ53EUbM1OEmLIblg50-ZiYgj50J9ScO2HypdhhTnUiK_JW-LCXSwc-CXbZM--YVAuZZjus
https://cat.va.us.criteo.com/delivery/ck.php?cppv=3&cpp=DSCtjnM3o1pf0--qpVAN2V39GxNxy2hWnZcORnL6iCIq53XLGh1n4xr1MkVGiRMSEBZVeLe-N5GfBlS54a-x_ZiqkazR7D9EDfQMt0QfZ-2tDsTNaKHAAtZUvmokTpkkIZN-W7isROFw6Ew93mFJ3iufbcfrBV043n4omE8TerjUhraHjY1LzjVhNi_5pSIKKZBSd3bXLq586HF9xQ3oNQ1P74sBNGedmPMmR2_RPbANFGzmMU6wqjm55tLgowf4eBgv40ZzWQBTF-Q05jdsHd8jVEro4Kl0m6Fb913AiouwoQxEgYsilS9Yx0haWDcnl2bcWQhFqRYephfLzZpwkE9-Y9bf1LTzutVxwwc4p6ZJiXc5UD_yPs5zpa1FTAnkgFcWWr3li3939DOOZeWsKQwZboNheGb1si6A4dK5ZY7ge3gKM0SR-NasYeAIC6PGGbG-0aMECPSFyZuqSEImInZSn3P2H0ikgUwsCyG_W7Jvifvw&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.abt.com%2Fproduct%2F106667%2FDeLonghi-Dedica-Stainless-Steel-Conical-Burr-Grinder-KG521M.html%3Futm_source%3Dcrt%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dretargeting_local
https://cat.va.us.criteo.com/delivery/ck.php?cppv=3&cpp=DSCtjnM3o1pf0--qpVAN2V39GxNxy2hWnZcORnL6iCIq53XLGh1n4xr1MkVGiRMSEBZVeLe-N5GfBlS54a-x_ZiqkazR7D9EDfQMt0QfZ-2tDsTNaKHAAtZUvmokTpkkIZN-W7isROFw6Ew93mFJ3iufbcfrBV043n4omE8TerjUhraHjY1LzjVhNi_5pSIKKZBSd3bXLq586HF9xQ3oNQ1P74sBNGedmPMmR2_RPbANFGzmMU6wqjm55tLgowf4eBgv40ZzWQBTF-Q05jdsHd8jVEro4Kl0m6Fb913AiouwoQxEgYsilS9Yx0haWDcnl2bcWQhFqRYephfLzZpwkE9-Y9bf1LTzutVxwwc4p6ZJiXc5UD_yPs5zpa1FTAnkgFcWWr3li3939DOOZeWsKQwZboNheGb1si6A4dK5ZY7ge3gKM0SR-NasYeAIC6PGGbG-0aMECPSFyZuqSEImInZSn3P2H0ikgUwsCyG_W7Jvifvw&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.abt.com%2Fproduct%2F106667%2FDeLonghi-Dedica-Stainless-Steel-Conical-Burr-Grinder-KG521M.html%3Futm_source%3Dcrt%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dretargeting_local
https://cat.va.us.criteo.com/delivery/ck.php?cppv=3&cpp=-ksVmXM3o1pf0--qpVAN2V39GxNxy2hWnZcORnL6iCIq53XLGh1n4xr1MkVGiRMSEBZVeLe-N5GfBlS54a-x_ZiqkazR7D9EDfQMt0QfZ-2tDsTNaKHAAtZUvmokTpkkIZN-W7isROFw6Ew93mFJ3iufbcfrBV043n4omE8TerjUhraHQOHMnipx2AcSmqEywe0NHzyfSKHKwp_FEhUC5ay9M9ioxBoRd7Vt2kIiCl7v1ommNj1RqLxneCg95iEl97q78B31Xc2d4LYkLplN98WdGkRj792sjgYky9L-bVhtTaWXBtYxI_TauD6svsA4gL0v9_jbmsRtrecePiz_EkT9Sttbxqiy0zAJXGfperk9xXwdLvssmACRfqoxYQEd2zF3iP-ickyAYYc-u6A2LZG1qehL3ZvK9h5P67wp5cA86LZJiA-wX9F5tJma8r8_0w4s3hqr1ivviV3zAk5KJ87k0km_DP7oT7uIefefVNpQs-YF&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.abt.com%2Fproduct%2F136854%2FCapresso-Infinity-Plus-Stainless-Steel-Conical-Burr-Grinder-57505.html%3Futm_source%3Dcrt%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dretargeting_local
https://cat.va.us.criteo.com/delivery/ck.php?cppv=3&cpp=-ksVmXM3o1pf0--qpVAN2V39GxNxy2hWnZcORnL6iCIq53XLGh1n4xr1MkVGiRMSEBZVeLe-N5GfBlS54a-x_ZiqkazR7D9EDfQMt0QfZ-2tDsTNaKHAAtZUvmokTpkkIZN-W7isROFw6Ew93mFJ3iufbcfrBV043n4omE8TerjUhraHQOHMnipx2AcSmqEywe0NHzyfSKHKwp_FEhUC5ay9M9ioxBoRd7Vt2kIiCl7v1ommNj1RqLxneCg95iEl97q78B31Xc2d4LYkLplN98WdGkRj792sjgYky9L-bVhtTaWXBtYxI_TauD6svsA4gL0v9_jbmsRtrecePiz_EkT9Sttbxqiy0zAJXGfperk9xXwdLvssmACRfqoxYQEd2zF3iP-ickyAYYc-u6A2LZG1qehL3ZvK9h5P67wp5cA86LZJiA-wX9F5tJma8r8_0w4s3hqr1ivviV3zAk5KJ87k0km_DP7oT7uIefefVNpQs-YF&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.abt.com%2Fproduct%2F136854%2FCapresso-Infinity-Plus-Stainless-Steel-Conical-Burr-Grinder-57505.html%3Futm_source%3Dcrt%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dretargeting_local
https://privacy.us.criteo.com/adcenter?cppv=3&cpp=GRjpfb9jD92FQFQNj3jHURE2O1sPAGMlG4TDthyVNQ5DuP6C1JW7DZlNzH5rBvNyZ9lDo7NY8VlOR6zx9rYmrVgN_UmnkSp-yDUYSLr_BjO9dfz0OH6tIWdMGXM-9lsWu8gAoB5GPHXctM990uxlqHQNiZU
https://automattic.com/cookies


5/9/2020 Sijo: Power in Diversity | Teachers, Profs, Parents: Writers Who Care

https://writerswhocare.wordpress.com/2020/02/03/sijo-power-in-diversity/ 7/12

Kirkman said, “My inspiration for the sijo poem was my grandfather, who grew up in segregated
New Orleans during the Great Depression with nothing but his faith in God and a resolve to
make a better life. After serving in WWII in the Philippines, he settled in San Francisco and
made a life for his young family in Menlo Park, California, on the red-lined Black side, east of
the freeway. He worked as a mailman and raised five children, and now I am honoring his
legacy as his grandson, and my older brother is the first to go to college.”

To weave sijo into your curriculum, students could write about their own or someone else’s
perspective. Students in a parenting class could write from the point of view of a child, childcare
worker, grandparent or sibling. In social studies, students could narrate a poem as a dictator, a
prince or the bourgeoisie. In art, students could explore the perspective of the painting or a
famous artist—or write a sijo instead of a traditional artist statement.

Sharing & Challenging

Integrating diversity into a curriculum advances a teacher’s practice and prepares students for
the world. Writing and submitting poems to writers’ markets allows students to contribute to the
canon. This also helps students realize the purpose of writing: to connect, entertain, inform,
process, persuade, explain. To enjoy.

Beyond submitting to the Sejong Cultural Society’s annual poetry competition, students can
submit sijo to the school’s literary magazine, or to state, regional or national teen publications.
Students and teachers can use Submittable to find writers’ markets.

Although all students struggle as they learn and grow and write, teachers should not shy from
trying a different form. By introducing sijo to students, they will expand not only what they know
about language, but also what they know about themselves, their classroom, their community,
and their world.

Additional Resources

A Basic Guide to Writing Sijo (Sejong Cultural Society)

Teaching Sijo to High School Students

Teaching Sijo to Elementary School Students

“Korean Poetry Competition Provides Opportunity for American Creative Writing Students.”
Wisconsin English Journal, November 19, 2016.
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