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A LITTLE BACKGROUND ON (RE)IGNITING THE SPARK

This workbook was originally developed with a grand idea of building it out into a longer, real live 
book. But as so often happens, life got in the way. Currently, my work centers in delivering practices 
and processes that involve story-based approaches to learning, healing and personal/community 
transformation. But here was this workbook, half alive and useful! And why shouldn’t it find your 
hands? I hope it is helpful in your practice, gets the gears oiled and spinning and sparks your interest 
inside and outside the classroom. The exercises seek the meaningful intersections where one bring 
the whole self into teaching and facilitating work. 

 Included in this packet are the following topics:  

•  . The Importance Of Dreaming
•  . Getting Clear on the Why
•  . Sparking: Mapping & Translating
•  . Declaring Yourself an Artist
•  . Horizontal Teaching & Collaborative Learning
•  . Imaginative Lesson Planning

WANT MORE INFO ON WHAT I DO IN THE WORLD?

If you’re interested in connecting about custom trainings, workshops, class visits or the Digging Deep, 
Facing Self curriculum, simply shoot an email to CAITS@MVMT.COM.

STAY IN TOUCH, CONNECT WITH ME HERE:

caits@mvmt.com
www.caitsmeissner.com
Caits Meissner on facebook
& @caitsmeissner on twitter, tumblr & instagram 

FEEL FREE TO SHARE OUT INFO ON SOCIAL MEDIA!

Tag posts with #Sparking & @caitsmeissner
I love to hear from folks!



I’m a big fan of dreaming. Some places are better to dream than others, for example, an open field or a long bike ride. 
Schools are decidedly difficult places from which to dream. Sometimes they feel like the place dreams go to die. It sounds 
dramatic, but for those of you who have struggled in under-resourced environments, I can almost feel heads nodding in 
agreement. If it is hard for us to continually dream under the circumstance of windowless classrooms, gray hallways and 
fluorescent lights, as generally impassioned adults who have chosen teaching art because we believe it is an inspiring 
force... Well. Imagine our students who, in most cases, arrive in the classroom alongside us with less resources, less sleep, 
less perspective and less maturity. With the risk of scaring an educator brand new to the classroom, let me keep this 
real talk. Every teacher has had their moments of asking why- why are we still here? Why do we subject ourself to this 
backwards system? Why can’t we hook in that one unhook-able student? Teaching, quite frankly, can easily become a recipe 
for burn out. 

Despite your best efforts, maybe you’re there. Maybe you fear getting there soon, or one day in the future. Knowing young 
people have the ability to suss out apathy under the most well-disguised cheery smile, this packet will take through some 
tools designed to reignite the teaching artist fire and help encourage you to dream big. Take this workbook into a quiet 
space and give it time to breathe. Go slow. Rushing through this work, I promise, will put you back at square one. Enjoy the 
process. Become new at this teaching thing again.

Above all I believe holistically examining your life will bring your natural passions and curiosities into the classroom. There 
is no one mandating that we must separate our identities and interests, though often we shift a bit when we step into 
different spaces. There will parts of your job that feel tiring, boring and uninspiring, and it is up to us to claim them, reinvent 
them and ignite them with new life. For example, when a dear friend of mine, teacher and artist Kameelah Rasheed, was 
tasked with coaching cheer leading at her Brooklyn public school, she brought Emily Dickinson poems in to build cheers 
around. The young women were engaged and excited by the strange  marriage of two seemingly disparate art forms. This is 
the creativity we are looking to capture and magnify. 

Borrowing from a Buddhist mantra, we’ll use this space to envision our lives as a flowing continuum where we live our in 
and out of classrooms lives with equal vigour and vision, blending the boundaries of our various roles and identities: 

MASTER THE ART OF LIVING, from the Zen Buddhist text 
 
The person who is a master in the art of living makes little
distinction between their work and their play,
their labor and their leisure, their mind and their body,
their education and their recreation,
their love and their religion.
They hardly know which is which.
They simply pursue their vision of excellence and grace in whatever they do,
leaving others to decide whether they are working or playing.
To them, they are always doing both.

dreamingTHE IMPORTANCE OF 
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One of the most prevalent complaints I hear from teaching artists is the fear of losing time to be immersed in their 
personal work. Though I have struggled with this notion myself, over time I have discovered there truly is no good reason 
why we must stifle or drop our identities as artists when we enter the classroom space. In fact, intentionally remembering 
that we are artists, and that teaching is a distinct performative art form itself, helps us become significantly more inspired 
educators. Use this space to temporarily suspend any voices that tell you "you have to choose," or "teaching makes me less 
of an artist" (both of which are prevalent, though deeply false statements) and fully embody your free-thinking self. In 
fact, forget that you are a teacher at all. Let’s just focus on you as an artist for a moment.

1. YOUR ARTISTIC MANTRA/BIO (ALREADY HAVE ONE? WRITE A NEW ONE!) 

2. WHAT IS YOUR CURRENT PROJECT?  OR DREAM CURRENT PROJECT?

3. WHAT QUESTIONS/CONCEPTS  ARE YOU EXPLORING IN YOUR WORK? 

declaringYOURSELF AN ARTIST 
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4. WHAT ARTISTS HAVE BEEN YOUR BIGGEST INSPIRATION?

5. WHAT IS YOUR IDEAL VISION FOR YOURSELF AS AN ARTIST? 

6. NAME THE BEST PIECES OF ARTISTIC ADVICE YOU’VE EVER HEARD:

7.  WHEN DID YOU FIRST WANT TO BECOME AN ARTIST?  
        WHAT GAVE YOU THE SPARK?
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8. THE LAST PROJECT YOU COMPLETED THAT YOU FELT PROUD OF WAS...   

 
9. IF YOU WOKE UP TOMORROW AND WERE PAID TO ONLY MAKE ART... 

WAS...  

assessing:
1. What about being an artist is important to my identity? What is the connection between the  
authenticity of being a working artist and teaching a medium? Is there one? 

2. What parts of my practice and personal artistic discovery could translate into the classroom?

3. Are there inspirations and mentors of mine that might also spark my students? 

4. What advice would I give to students who are considering pursuing art seriously... and those who are not. 
How is the practice of art relevant to both student’s life experiences? 

Take a moment to look over these lists 
and answer the following questions:
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sparksMAPPING YOUR CURRENT 

1. THE LAST FIVE SONGS I’VE LISTENED TO:

 1.  

 2. 
 
 3. 
 
 4.
 
 5.
 
 
2. MY NETFLIX RECENTLY WATCHED LIST IS (or web shows, YouTube videos, sitcoms, etc.):

3. ON MY SOCIAL MEDIA SITES, the last five things I’ve liked, retweeted or commented on were:

Sparks are the things that turn us on, the little jolts of pleasure we allow ourselves through media, explorative 
conversations with friends and our aimless Internet searches. Right at this moment in time, let’s survey what is 
igniting your world. Guilty pleasures and "uncool" sparks go down on this page, too. This is not a Facebook page or blog 
where you get to curate your most interesting self, this is your honest, no holds bar, true to life snapshot:
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4. LOOKING IN MY BROWSER HISTORY, my last ten visited websites (aside from social media) were:

1.        6. 

2.         7. 

3.         8. 

4.         9. 

5.         10. 

5. THE LAST TEXTS I READ (web, paper, magazine, books) were:

6. MY LAST FEW HANG OUTS WITH FRIENDS, we talked mostly about...

7. I MOST OFTEN FIND MYSELF DAYDREAMING ABOUT...
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8. SURVEYING MY ROOM, clothing and accessories, I am most drawn to things that look like... 
(colors, era, styles, patterns, etc.)

9. THE THINGS THAT HAVE UPSET ME MOST RECENTLY ARE... (interactions, social issues, etc.)

assessing:
1. Am I engaging in my personal time with people and media that inspire me? Is it time to reassess what I culturally feed 
myself? Am I pleased, surprised or saddened to see the sparks on this page? Emotionally respond to your map:

2. What in this map feels like home? How can I use the things I engage with on a daily basis to comfort and inspire 
myself to the classroom? 

3. Circle the sparks you intend to revisit on this map: conversations you’d like to continue, songs you want to give a 
deeper listen, movies you’d watch a second time. These are the sparks you’ll examine for natural connections in your 
classroom life. 

Take a moment to look over your answers 
and assess with the following questions:
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When we first begin teaching we are often filled with fantasies of changing lives, immediately engaging apathetic 
students, and effortlessly inspiring with our awesome personalities and sure-to-enlighten lessons. Our declarations 
come out in big swooping exclamation points! We are unstoppable! In this stage, we spend a great deal of time on 
the essential "why’s": why teaching is important, why we are needed, why we are deciding to take this path. As our 
practice continues, we move past the "why" and spend most of our time in the "how." In order to reconnect with our raw 
motivations, let’s take a moment to remember the why. Maybe your why’s, informed by your experiences, have changed. 
Excellent, embrace the growth. However, while moving through these prompts, do your best to quiet the snarky 
voices that stifle your idealism, innocent desires and natural optimism. Let your personal philosophies and pedagogy, 
uncoloured by the failings of systems and other roadblocks, take center stage.

rememberingWHY YOU TEACH

1. IDENTIFY A MEMORY FROM WHEN YOU WERE A STUDENT THAT 
      HAS ALWAYS REMAINED WITH YOU, GOOD OR BAD: 

 

2. EXPLORE YOUR TEACHING PHILOSOPHY. WHAT IS IT? WHY DO YOU BELIEVE      
        IN TEACHING? WHAT MAKES A GREAT EDUCATOR?  WHY DO YOU TEACH? 
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3. WHY IS YOUR ROLE IMPORTANT IN A YOUNG PERSON’S LIFE? 
       WHAT DO YOU, SPECIFICALLY, HAVE TO OFFER? 

4. IF TOMORROW YOU WOKE UP AND WERE NOT ABLE TO TEACH, 
        WHAT WOULD THE ABSENCE OF EDUCATING MEAN TO YOU? 

5. WHAT DO YOU WANT YOUR STUDENTS TO KNOW? 

6. DESCRIBE A BREAK THROUGH MOMENT IN YOUR CLASSROOM... 
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assessing:
1. Looking back on your answers, what has changed since you first began teaching? In what ways have you matured into 
your practice? In what ways have you become more cynical, or perhaps, more realistic? 

2. Are you embodying the kind of educator you’d like to be? Are your actions in line with your philosophies? 

3. Do you notice any shared commonalities between yourself and an educator who deeply influenced your own path? If yes, 
what are they? If not, why not? 

4. Name three concrete ways in which you can implement your philosophy into action while in the classroom: 
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collaboratorSTUDENT AS
I remember the first time I was scoffed at for putting my hands on a student’s work. Purists often believe that tampering 
with a student project, from offering a guiding line in a drawing, to circling a word in the poem and challenging the writer 
to use a more unlikely metaphor, was uncouth. Understanding and honoring this perspective, I still chose to continue to 
create art with my students, to engage horizontally in the classroom verses vertically (or top-down), and see my class as 
a lab and art studio, a place for experimentation, exploration and mutual learning. Coming into class each day felt like a 
satisfying new challenge, a place to engage my curiosity. Later, one of my teaching mentors turned me onto an educator/
artist named Wendy Ewald who takes my approach to a more radical level- she is known for not teaching, but creating 
work in collaboration with young people. Her identity is framed by being an artist, not an educator. I encourage you to 
discover her work and make your own assessments of her philosophies. 

Borrowing from these ideas, I encourage you to try on the student as collaborator model. Bring in a new art form you’d like 
to experiment with and create a mini-project where you get to make a piece, too. Let’s say you’ve love Romaire Bearden’s 
collage work and want to make a scene from cut paper. Let’s say you are a drama teacher and have no experience in the 
medium. Who says you need experience or expertise in the medium? Why not task students, and yourself, with making 
a collage of the scene they are writing? Why not create one giant scene and as students glue their colored squares 
onto canvas, you paste alongside them? Who says teaching needs to be hands off? Working as an equal, as an artist 
discovering the newness of an experience with students can be surprisingly enlightening. 

Here are a few ideas to jump start the student as collaborator:

1. IDENTITY AND INTEREST MAPPING 
A common exercise in many classrooms is the identity mapping, where a student places his/her name in the center of a 
blank sheet of paper and write their identities in an orbit around. Is serves as a tactile visual map for who this person is. 
Taking this exercise a step further, ask students to post their maps on the wall and survey the landscape. Next to each 
identity or interest that resonates with them (on another’s map), have them place their initials next to the word or phrase. 
This offers a physical engagement with seeing the students as holistic people, and seeing where their natural interests 
and passions overlap. This exercise can be a wonderful conduit to crack open conversations about the classes shared 
interests and experiences, as well as the differences that make for rich dialogue and art making. It offers clues about 
how to work more deeply with your unique student body.    

2. BECOME THE STUDENT
In groups task students with researching an idea, creating a project, or presenting something they are interested in. 
Instead of asking for a simple share out, have students design activities for the class, and for you, to partake in. Here you 
will relinquish all control as an instructor and ask students to grade each other, create an agenda for the period, deliver 
the lesson, create activities for you and the other students to partake in, and teach something they find interesting, 
worthy of presentation. Shifting the power dynamic can be an invaluable experience for lifting up the self worth of 
students, while placing you in the learners seat. As artists, we are always balancing •discovery• with •declaring.•

3. USE A PIECE OF STUDENT’S INSPIRATION AS YOUR OWN
Ask students to bring in something they love, ie: lyrics to a favorite song. Use this as your master artwork to study and 
deconstruct. Create a collaborative art piece that builds off of this student example. Valuing your students interests help 
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build trust between the class and instructor, and helps to open the space for going deeper. Resist the (very real) urge to 
challenge or diminish a student’s lack of taste ("those lyrics are simple and misogynist!") There will be time and space to 
deconstruct the messages of your student’s media choices after you’ve celebrated what draws them to it in the first place 
("that beat is really heavy. What images does it bring to mind?")

4. ASKING QUESTIONS VERSES TELLING THE ANSWER 
This one seems so simple, but so often we forget it. As frusterating as it can be, refrain from preaching. Let the inquiry and 
curiosity of the students drive the project. Ask "what if," instead of saying, "try this." Through questions,  

assessing:
1. In what ways have I accidentally been diminishing my student’s choices and tastes in art and media? In what ways have 
I been celebrating their choices? 

2. Where do my shared interests lie with my students? Is there any naturally occurring overlap?  

3. What did a teacher in my past do to make my interests feel valuable and valid?

4. Where can I introduce an experience to interact with my students as collaborators? 

12



sparks TRANSLATING YOUR 
Now that you’ve assessed and reflected on a myriad of ways your “sparks” and your students sparks exist in the 
classroom, it’s time to put those findings into practice. Using the time tested ven diagram method, on the following 
page is a blank worksheet, xerox-able for as many explorations as you need, to translate some of these identified 
passions into the classroom. See below an example of how this format can be used to begin to visually map places 
your passions can enter the dialogue with your students. By the way, I include the “any fears” question just to 
acknowledge, and then move beyond, any fears you may be carrying coming into your planning. 

MY OWN CURIOSITIES/PASSIONS

BRAINSTORMING SIMPLE 
POINTS OF INTERSECTION

Students must learn 
metaphor as a poetic 
device

They need to be able 
to define it and use it 
actively in writing

I need to incorporate 
some common texts 
into the classroom, 
including classic poetic 
work I am not that 
excited about

Lately I’ve been watching 
a lot of sketch comedy. I 
know it is a bit weird, but 
its funny and silly and 
makes me laugh. 

I really love the lyrics in 
Adele’s album- universal. 

I’d like to experiment with 
using visual art, I’ve been 
looking at Frida Kahlo’s 
paintings, Especially their 
symbols. I’m a little 
intimidated to try this, as 
I’m not a visual artist by 
definition. 

 

- Using improv prompts to help 
students start to think outside the 
box with their metaphors. Students 
get an index card with a sentence on 
it and have to create a scene that is 
a metaphor for the sentiment on the 
card. Encourage them to get really 
wild and stretch their imaginations.

- Bring in Adele lyrics, listen to the 
song, and have students circle the 
metaphors. Students can rewrite the 
metaphors, or add them in to make 
richer lyrics or a new poem. 

- Have students study Frida Kahlo 
paintings. Identify where the visual 
metaphors are happening in them. 
Students illustrate, paint or collage a 
metaphor occurring in a classic poem 
and make it as fantastical as possible. 

SKILL MY STUDENT NEEDS

CLASS: poetry and creative writing elective 
MY NEXT UNIT: poetic devices, specifically, metaphor 
TIME FRAME: four class sessions
ANY FEARS? roses are red metaphors, bored students 
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MY OWN CURIOSITIES/PASSIONS

BRAINSTORMING SIMPLE 
POINTS OF INTERSECTION

SKILL MY STUDENT NEEDS

CLASS:  
MY NEXT UNIT: 
TIME FRAME: 
ANY FEARS?  

sparks TRANSLATING YOUR 
BRAINSTORM

ADDITIONAL NOTES/SPARKS: 
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imaginativeLESSON PLANNING
Let’s end this reflective process with some enormous dreaming. Think about the wackiest idea you’ve ever had in 
class, the kind of lesson or project you’d die to teach, but the sheer impracticality, or liability, or strangeness of it has 
prompted you to put the thought aside.  Instead of planning a lesson from a classic curriculum mapping method, let’s 
begin with jotting down some of our biggest dreams. I encourage you to think as outside of the box as possible. 

EXAMPLE DREAM 
I would love to project my student work on a building in the community near the school. I 
would love to do large print outs and put them everywhere! As many ways as I can engage my 
students in public art, I want to and will!  

EXAMPLE DREAM 
I hate hate hate the classroom I teach in. I share it with another teacher who has cheesy 
posters all over the walls. I want my own art clubhouse that looks fresh, exciting and like a 
real place to make art- bright colors, good smells, music blasting...  
MY DREAM  #1 
 

MY DREAM #2

 

MY DREAM #3
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THE DREAM  
I would love to project my student work on a building 
in the community near the school. I would love to do 
large print outs and put them everywhere! as many 
ways as I can engage my students in public art, I 
want to and will!  
 
THE ROADBLOCK  
Liability! Where can we legally project? Where will 
I find the equipment to do so? How can I project 
student work without it becoming an issue? How do I 
get the school on board? How could I afford large 
prints?  
 
THE SOLUTION  
Look to the community to find amicable spaces that 
will lend their walls for your cause- be sure to bring 
a proposal outlining the student project and get 
school admin on board (sell them too!) Small projectors 
are now affordable- some even hook to an iPhone! 
Can you swing this from your budget? Convince your 
organization to purchase? Raise funds? What about 
partnering with an art project like The Inside Out 
Project to do large prints? Or how about staging 
another kind of public art where photos are tiled on 
large poster boards and held by students through out 
the community, live? Permissions slips are your best 
friend. 

Stage two of Imaginative Lesson Planning is best done with a friend, co•worker or mentor. If not one is available to 
act as sounding board, challenge yourself to get into a silly space in preparation (grab a clown nose!) The idea is 
to bring another inspiring brain onto this task to make your dreams real. Sure, your dreams might change to account 
for safety, privacy and other road blocks we encounter by virtue of working with young people, but ultimately, this 
exercise is about thinking beyond what you believed was possible. Have fun creating viable ways to do some really 
ground•breaking work. Stop letting your fears get in the way, and instead, work in harmony with the roadblocks to forge 
new paths. If you’re truly stumped, why not even bring the idea to your class and let students be part of the solution? 
Instead of operating in a bubble, share out!

imaginativeLESSON PLANNING

THE DREAM 
I hate hate hate the classroom I teach in. I share 
it with another teacher who has cheesy posters all 
over the walls. I want my own art clubhouse that 
looks fresh, exciting and like a real place to make art- 
bright colors, good smells, music blasting... 
 
THE ROADBLOCK  
Shared space, little prep time to get the room in order, 
not able to hang things on the walls, florescent lights, 
bad vibes because schools feel like big prisons.  
 
THE SOLUTION  
Buy a few large poster boards, cork boards, or folding 
displays that you can decorate then keep in a closet 
and bring out just before class. Create some rituals 
like turning the lights low or off when students first 
arrive and doing a mantra or meditation to shift the 
space. Electric tea pot and paper cups? Blender 
for smoothie snacks? Have students rearrange their 
own desks when they come in, so they are active in 
the rearranging of space. Play music! Or project a 
slideshow on the wall of art or inspiring images, or 
their own creations- an electronic gallery. Ask your co-
teacher if you could spray some natural good-smelling 
room freshener (essential oils, yum!) Buy a cheap 
standing lamp or two to use instead of the florescent 
lights. Have a big mural you create with class on 
canvas that you can roll down and tape up each class. 

 EXAMPLE #1 EXAMPLE #2
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THE DREAM  

 
 
THE ROADBLOCK  

 
THE SOLUTION  

imaginativeLESSON PLANNING

DREAM #1
THE DREAM  

 
 
THE ROADBLOCK  

 
THE SOLUTION  

DREAM #1

THE DREAM  

 
 
THE ROADBLOCK  

 

DREAM #3 THE SOLUTION  
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CAITS MEISSNER IS  

Caits Meissner is an award-winning poet, educator and 
vibrant creative force dedicated to transformation and 
healing through storytelling. For over ten years, Caits 
has extensively facilitated youth and adults in poetry 
and multimedia expression and healing in schools, 
prisons and community centers, and has worked longterm 
instituting innovative arts education programming at 
cultural institutions such as Tribeca Film Institute, Urban 
Arts Partnership, The Facing History School and the 
Lower Eastside Girls Club. Caits’ poetry of witness has 
been awarded first place prizes from the Pan-African 
Literary Forum and the Ja’Nai Foundation and she serves 
as Co-Founder of The Wide Shore global women’s poetry 
magazine. Currently, Caits consults with organizations 
and communities to infuse the arts and creativity in team 
building, leadership training and deliver story-based 
approaches to healing and growth. Caits serves on the 
Board of Directors for Filmmakers Without Borders, and 
on the Advisory Team for the PhotoForward organization, 
and teaches an online class, Digging Deep, Facing Self - a 
30 day online intensive writing course designed to uplift, 
heal & transform women into their boldest selves. 

Visit Caits@caitsmeissner.com


