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UNIT PLAN TITLE  

The Crown Experiments: A Conversation Between Words & Numbers 

 

TEACHER(S)  ARTIST(S)  

Luke Albrecht, mathematics 
Virginia Jurcys, theater 
 

Amanda Lichtenstein, poetry 
 

 

SCHOOL  GRADE  ART FORM(S)  

Crown Community Academy 8 Poetry / Math / Theater 

 

OVERVIEW & BIG IDEAS FOR UNIT  

Inspired by the group of writers and mathematicians known as OULIPO (an abbreviated 
translation meaning: “workshop of potential literature”), 8th graders at Crown Community 
Academy set out to explore and devise a series of experiments in rule-making, breaking, 
and bending. Borrowing from the language of poetry, mathematics, and improvisation, 
students test the boundaries of “operational chance,” wondering whether “writing with 
constraints” yields poetic revelry or mere absurdity. When we think of “rules,” we think of 
the words promise, commitment, participate, community, function, discipline, oath, and 
most importantly, power. This is a critical investigation into the ways in which rules 
translated across disciplines often produce surprising results, one being that rule-making 
itself is a kind of poem, and that having to break or bend rules given or received calls 
attention to the absurdity and joy of being alive.  

GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR UNIT  

Who breaks, makes, and bends the rules? Where are rules found across the curriculum and in our lives? 
Who or what determines the rules we keep, make, break, or bend? How can we translate rules within 
poetry, mathematics, and theater to discover new forms of expression? What is the fine balance between 
beauty, function, feeling, and chance? 

 

INTENTIONS FOR TEACHING & LEARNING 
AS A RESULT OF THIS UNIT, WHAT DO YOU WANT YOUR STUDENTS  
TO KNOW AND BE ABLE TO DO IN THE FOLLOWING AREAS? 

ART FORM(S) AND PROCESS: ACADEMIC CONTENT AREA(S): SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT: 

 Understand and create 
poetry and poetic 
language 

 

 Look for and critique rules 
across poetry, math, and 
performance.  

 

 Experiment with devising 
new rules for math and 
poetry.  

 Poetry writing: word 
choice, syntax, rhythm, 
rhyme, tone, mood, 
communication of feeling 
and emotion.  

 Algebra relationships of 
functions. Multiple 
representations in 
mathematics (concrete, 
numeric, algebraic, visual, 
verbal) 

 

 Understanding how to use 
poetic devises to express 
personal feeling.  
 

 Work in teams and 
collaborations to create 
new meanings. 

 

 Public speaking & 
presentations for 
classmates and parents.  
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PLANS FOR DOCUMENTING THIS UNIT   

[  x ] journals [ x  ] photos [  ] audio [   ] video [ x  ] exit slips(reflections) [  x ] final publication 

 

PLANS FOR ASSESSING STUDENT LEARNING/DEVELOPMENT   

If/when/then writing exercise in pairs. 
 
 
TEXT & IMAGE SOURCES OF 
INSPIRATION / MODEL ARTWORKS ART AND ACADEMIC CONTENT VOCABULARY   EQUIPMENT & MATERIALS 

Poetry: 
 
Surrealist Book of Games 
Oulipo Book of Poems State of 
Constraint (2006) 
Barack Obama election night 
speech 
“Girl,” Jamaica Kincaid 
“New Math” by Craig Demrauer 
http://www.elspethmurray.com/ 
“Infinity” Elspeth Murray 
http://stanzabreak.blogspot.com/ 
 

1) Function  
Graph paper journals 
Pens 
Large sheets of paper 
Open class space 
Laptop, projector, Smart Board 
http://stanzabreak.blogspot.com/ 
 

2) Rule  

3) Input/Output 

4) Stanza 

5) Line 

6) Enjambment 

7) Rhythm 

8) Alliteration 

9) Symbol 

10) Expression 
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WEEK CREATE A SAFE COMMUNITY OF LEARNERS  |  LEARNING THE LANGUAGE OF THE ARTS 

1 

CLASS ONE: MARCH 12, 2009: EXPERIMENT IF/THEN/WHEN 
 
Students learn a classic Surrealist writing game based on “conditionals.” Students work in 
pairs to complete surrealist if/then/when statements, where one students thinks of an 
“if/when” and the other thinks of a “then” without telling the other. When both are ready, they 
each reveal their parts, and together they write down the phrase created.  
 
Guest poet Elspeth Murray shared poem “Infinity”. 
 
CLASS TWO: MARCH 12, 2009: EXPERIMENT NAMES SQUARED 
 
Students learn a mathematical poetry exercise called “names squared” wherein the number 
of lines and words per line equal the number of letters in their names.  Students extended the 
activity by creating an equation for this poetry exercise.  
Students also participate in theatrical game (1,2,3) lead by guest teaching artist. Students 
discuss post-activity the connections between this game and algebraic patterns and multiple 
representations of mathematics. We started with a verbal/numeric representation and 
translated to concrete. 
 

2 

CLASS ONE: MARCH 19, 2009: EXPERIMENT CHALK TALK 
 
Students brainstorm 10 words that come to mind when you hear the word “rules.” Next, 
students hold silent collaborative conversations with each other about the idea of “rules” in 

http://www.elspethmurray.com/
http://stanzabreak.blogspot.com/
http://stanzabreak.blogspot.com/
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life by writing out their ideas on large sheets of paper. The rule is that students cannot talk 
verbally but can ask questions and provoke dialogue on the page.  
 
Students also had a chance to review and reflect on If/when/then work from 1st session. 
Students chose a favorite and rewrote the conditional as a algebraic function rule. 
 
CLASS TWO: MARCH 19, 2009: EXPERIMENT HITCHIKER GAME 
 
Students explore the notion of “rules” found in the improvisational theater world by learning 
the game “hitchhiker” in which a driver and passenger must take on the characteristics of the 
“hitchhiker” and continue to act as the hitchhiker acts until, in this version, the driver 
determines when to end the scene and exits the car. That’s the sign for a new passenger 
with new behaviors to enter the scene, and so on.  
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CLASS ONE: MARCH 26, 2009: EXPERIMENT TREE BRANCH POEMS 
 
Students continue to write with constraints by creating tree branch diagram poems, in which 
the conditions are determined by the artist and teacher, at first, and then with the class a 
whole. Start with your name, and for as many vowels, write action words underneath your 
name. Then pick one action and two places where this action could take place. Then pick 
one place and pick two times of day, and so on, until there are probabilities for potential 
poems to emerge.  
 
CLASS TWO: MARCH 26, 2009  
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CLASS ONE: APRIL 2, 2009 EXPERIMENT OBAMA CROSS-OUTS 
 
Students learn about the classic Surrealist exercise “cross outs” and apply this technique to 
Barack Obama’s Acceptance Speech. Students work in groups to determine the precise rule 
they will apply to the cross-out exercise. Once they complete the cross outs, students re-write 
the words that remain and shape it into a new poetic text to share out loud.  
 
CLASS TWO: APRIL 2, 2009: EXPERIMENT ALPHABET RULE POEMS 
 
Students learn a surrealist-inspired poetry exercise devised by the teachers. Locate where 
each letter in your name appears in the order of the alphabet. Ex: A=1, B=2. Those numbers 
will determine how many words per line in your poem. Students learn the poetry techniques 
“enjambment” and “line break” to write poems about topics of their choosing.  
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WEEK IMMERSION IN THE BIG IDEAS 

5 

CLASS ONE: APRIL 16, 2009: EXPERIMENT 4.16 WHAT ARE YOU DOING? / VERSIONS 
OF ME 
 
Students learn a classic improvisation game called “What Are You Doing?” in which two 
people direct one another in a series of actions determined by what the other is doing. Ex: 
Person A starts swimming. Person B asks, “what are you doing?” Person A answers, “I’m 
running from bears!” which cues Person B to begins running from bears. Person B continues 
doing this until Person A asks Person B, “what are you doing?” Person B answers an entirely 
new action and the game continues. After playing this game, students write poems that ask 
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them to consider multiple versions of themselves in a single moment. “I am ….and I am ….” 
Or “there’s a version of me …” Emphasis on strong imagery and sensory details.   
 
CLASS TWO: APRIL 16, 2009: EXPERIMENT RULE-MAKING 
 
Students learn a theater warm up exercise called “the YES game” in which, standing in a 
circle, they can only trade spots when they point and make eye contact with a person 
standing across the circle from them. The person who sees them pointing at them must nod 
their head YES, but cannot move until they have pointed at someone else and received 
permission to take their spot. Game continues until there is a steady flow. Discuss the idea of 
RULES and rule-making across disciplines. Next, students try their hand at inventing their 
own surrealist’s rules for each other. Break up into two groups. Each group has 10 minutes to 
devise a series of directions for the other team that with the outcome being some sort of 
poetic text.  The two groups trade directions and have 10 minutes to execute the directions 
given by the other group. Students “perform” their directions to one another at the end of 
class by reading/explaining/performing the directions.  
 
 

6 

 
CLASS ONE: APRIL 23, 2009: EXPERIMENT ONE, TWO, THREE 
 
Students practice a theater warm up in which partners repeat the series “1, 2, 3” back and 
forth. Once a steady rhythm is established, students are instructed to substitute the number 1 
for a clap. Practice. Now substitute 2 for a snap. Practice. Now substitute 3 for a mutually 
agreed upon action or word. Practice and share. Next, play this same game as a poetry 
exercise. Choose 3 words or phrases and repeat them on the page until instructor calls, 
“freeze.” Now substitute the first word or phrase for a new one and continue to write until 
instructor calls “freeze.” Now substitute the 2nd word/phrase with a new word/phrase. 
Continue until instructor calls “freeze.” Now substitute the 3rd word/phrase with a new 
word/phrase. Continue until poem is finished.  
 
CLASS TWO: APRIL 23, 2009: EXPERIMENT TRY MY IDEA 
 
Students practice the YES game. Students learn and practice another theater exercise that 
explores rule-making and breaking, called “ZIP ZAP ZOP.” Next, students are challenged to 
devise individual series of directions that lead to the production of a written text. Students 
create their directions and trade them with their classmates. Students have one week to 
complete and document their process, with the expectation to share them at the next 
workshop.  
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CLASS ONE: APRIL 30, 2009: EXPERIMENT: ALWAYS/NEVER 

Students break up into gender-specific groups and generate 10 rules that relate to being a 
man or woman. Students share these out loud. Read “Girl,” by Jamaica Kincaid. Discuss the 
rules for being a girl described in the poem. After the discussion, students write their own 
poems describing the rules of being a woman or man using the conceits of “always,” “never” 
or “this is how to…” as modeled in the Kincaid piece.  

CLASS TWO: APRIL 30, 2009: SHARE BACKS 

Students present/perform their directions and read poems created as a result of following the 
directions given by a classmate.  
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8 

CLASS ONE: MAY 7, 2009: SHARE BACKS 
 
Students read completed “Always/Never” poems and discuss the questions/thoughts that 
arise from the readings.  
 
CLASS TWO: MAY 7, 2009 EXPERIMENT CHALK OUT LOUD 
 
Students select text from chalk talk exercise produced in week 2. Students have five minutes 
to memorize this text and create a micro-ensemble piece to present to the group. Students 
also make plans for developing a surrealist workshop for parents on parent night.  
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WEEK REVISE & SHARE  |  PERFORM & EXHIBIT  |  REFLECT & ASSESS 
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CLASS ONE: MAY 14, 2009 EXPERIMENT NEW MATH EQUATIONS 
 
Students study the work of contemporary artist Craig Demrauer, creator of “new math” 
www.morenewmath.com. Students generate words that describe complex human 
experiences or realities. Using mathematical terms, students write “poem equations” that 
describe/define complex ideas. Students then swap equations with one another and are 
challenged to write a poem that goes with the equation for next week.  
 
CLASS TWO: MAY 14, 2009 PARENT NIGHT workshop rehearsal 
 
Students recall all the exercises/experiments conducted so far and select the ones that they 
would like to present to the parents. Rehearse the “art of instructions” with students, going 
over tips for teaching/leading/instructing/presenting a series of rules. Create an agenda of 
activities and choose leaders for each one.  
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CLASS ONE: MAY 21, 2009 NEW MATH EQUATIONS, CONTD.  
 
Continue to study and write “new math equations” using words instead of numbers to 
describe/define a complex idea.  
 
CLASS TWO: MAY 21, 2009 EXPERIMENT EQUATION TRANSLATIONS 
 
Brainstorm the “story” of students’ equations. What are the images, thoughts, questions, and 
sounds that emerge? Students translate new math equations into poetic expressions and 
share their results out loud with the class. 
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CLASS ONE: MAY 28, 2009  
 
Students review teacher-made power point presentation used at a curriculum share. 
Students also write a reflection on their experience and understanding of the workshops. 
 
CLASS TWO: MAY 28, 2009 
 
Students return to the If/when/then of first class. Students write rules for their own poetry 
writing based on the conditional exercise and then write a poem based on it.  
 
 

 
 

http://www.morenewmath.com/
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DESCRIPTION OF CULMINIATING EVENT  

Students will receive Columbia-designed poster-folios that will come in packs of 5, with one experiment 
and the poems produced as a result on each side. A band around the posters will describe the 
project/concept. Distribution, reading, celebration, and reflection.  
 
Students also helped host a Family Arts Night at the school on May 14. Students led two separate 
workshops incorporating theater circle games, chalk talk, and if/when/then exercise. 

 
 

ILLINOIS STATE FINE ARTS STANDARDS 

State Standard/Goal # State Standard/Goal # State Standard/Goal # State Standard/Goal # 
25.A.3e Analyze how the 
elements and principles 
can be organized to 
convey meaning through 
a variety of media and 
technology. 
 

26.A.3e Describe how 
the choices of 
tools/technologies and 
processes are used to 
create specific effects in 
the arts. 

27.A.3a Identify and 
describe careers and 
jobs in and among the 
arts and how they 
contribute to the world of 
work. 

 

 
 

ILLINOIS STATE CORE CURRICULUM STANDARDS 

State Standard/Goal # State Standard/Goal # State Standard/Goal # State Standard/Goal # 
1.A.3b Analyze the 
meaning of words and 
phrases in their context. 

1.B.3b Identify text 
structure and create a 
visual representation to 
use while reading. 
 

2.A.3d Identify ways that 
an author uses language 
structure, word choice 
and style to convey the 
author’s viewpoint. 
 

5.C.3b Prepare and 
orally present original 
work (e.g. poems) 
supported by research. 
 

8.D.3a Solve problems 
using numeric, graphic 
or symbolic 
representations of 
variables, expressions, 
equations and 
inequalities. 
 
1. Create, model, and 
solve algebraic 
equations using concrete 
materials. 
2. Create word problems 
that meet given 
conditions. 

8.A.3a Apply the basic 
properties of 
commutative, 
associative, distributive, 
transitive, inverse, 
identity, zero, equality 
and order of operations 
to solve problems. 
 
1. Describe, extend, and 

make generalizations 
about given geometric 
and numeric patterns. 

2. Recognize and 
generate equivalent 
forms of simple 
algebraic expressions. 

3. Represent relationships 
arising from various 
contexts using 
algebraic expression. 
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TEACHER’S REFLECTIONS  

I want my students to be more creative and critical thinkers. Project AIM allows me the opportunity, 
resources, and time to do this.  
 
As a mathematics/algebra teacher I am very aware of what the expectations placed on my students’ 
learning by national and state standards. However, I believe that it is my charge as a teacher to help my 
students develop a deep understanding the logic, language, and form of mathematics, especially algebra. I 
center my class on the three big ideas of algebra: relationships, patterns, and predictions. Those three big 
ideas are then conditioned, managed, and communicated through rules. This is not that very different than 
the foundation of poetry.  
 
My goal is to work collaboratively with the amazing poet and teaching artist Amanda Lichtenstein to 
translate between mathematics and poetry from this foundation up. We decided to do this by basing our 
work in the “workshop of potential literature”, the Oulipo. The basic idea is to use mathematically based 
constraints as triggers for ideas and inspiration in creating new literature and literature forms. And to have 
fun doing so. 
 
Then ditto everything Amanda said. 
 

 

ARTIST’S REFLECTIONS  

This project was a personal dream of mine – to introduce and experiment with surrealist/absurdist poetry 
writing in a mathematics class. There are such natural and elegant connections to be made between math, 
poetry, and performance, and the idea of “rules” as a through-line seemed like the perfect common thread 
to tug at throughout the residency. The structure of “experiment-per-week” helped us reiterate the 
exploration of rules and structures across disciplines and in life in general.  
 
The experiments shone a light on seemingly unrelated disciplines like math and poetry, and also pushed 
our students to consider the power that comes from devising, breaking, and manipulating one’s own set of 
rules, especially when they had to follow those of a classmate. They began to wonder about the origin, 
fairness, clarity, and function of rules. Writing poetry also challenged us all to think about the relationship 
between beauty and function – where does feeling live in the space between rule-making and rule-
breaking. How does this play out on a larger social scale?  
 
For me, it called to mind the invention and manifestation of utopian dreams, social failure, and the greater 
purpose of rules to hold us all together in a shared reality. The poetry often suffered in these experiments, 
but even in realizing that the poems were not always “beautiful,” the students’ attempts at creating/devising 
their own original rules for each other became a kind of “poem-making,” and this made me very happy. 
There is a unique power and beauty in attempting to instruct others in a process that cultivates 
conversation between words and numbers, and I could tell that even with constraints, 8th grade students 
desired to speak of themselves, their experiences, their feelings, their lives, with heightened sensitivity and 
playfulness.  
 
In doing this project with 8th graders, I realized that engaging surrealist constraints is only as deeply 
satisfying as one’s understanding and disdain for the rules that bind – the whole notion of new structures 
setting the poet free only works if one already feels bound by them, and in this case, the 8th graders were 
still learning the rules. Not all were quite ready to break or bend them or feel any power over doing so. Still, 
the experiments were entertaining and fascinating, and the ones that “worked” the best were ones that had 
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that unique balance between what students already knew and what they wanted to know/describe about 
being alive (new math equations, if/then/when, rule-making in groups).  
 
I’m hoping that 8th graders will remember that time when they were asked in school to consider and critique 
the poetry of rules and rule-making, and in remembering that, they’ll realize that there is the awareness 
that rules are made by people – changed by people – broken by people. They fail us when they are 
unclear, unfair, inappropriate, difficult to follow, or simply lack the beauty and humanity that all of us crave 
as a general rule for being alive here on the earth at this moment. 
 
Throughout this residency, I’ve enjoyed provocative and interesting conversations on the intersection 
between poetics and mathematics, namely that mathematics as a system relieves us of the anxiety of a 
language system. In math, excused from considering aesthetics, we can feel at peace with the comfort of 
right answers. There’s a human need to solve problems, and pose new ones, with solvable probability. 
There’s comfort in that, and it made me think of mathematics in a new way. At the same time, poetics is an 
attempt to give form to feeling – to house the chaos that is life. There are rules and functions within the 
system of poetics, so that even the freest form is indeed a form, of course with greater range of “right,” but 
still an attempt at “righting” an experience to be read and interpreted. And then, of course, with 
improvisation and theater, approaching this work with a focus on “rules” made me realize that actors and 
performers are in constant conversation with rules and systems of experience. By rehearsing reality, we 
get to study it, intervene and question it, redirect action and consequence over and over again to dig at 
deeper meaning. In this way, we are applying the same kind of rule-making and breaking found in 
mathematics – substitutions, relationships, probabilities, zero pairs, equations, definitions – we are all, 
across disciplines, attempting to understanding what it is about being alive that catapults us forward – 
always a push and pull between form and feeling, function and dysfunction, relationship and solitude. 
There are metaphors abounding in the language of mathematics, and mathematical rhythms abundant in 
the language of poetry. I only hope that this residency was as satisfying to 8th graders as it was for me, as 
a poet and teacher. It definitely made me consider the ways that all disciplines are layered over a 
foundation of deep questioning and wonder about the human condition.  
 

 

STUDENTS’ REFLECTIONS  

What are the underlying rules of algebra, poetry, drama, and life that create connections between each? 
 
“The work is connected because we do equations, but instead of numbers, we use words.” –Jaquanna 
Williams 
 
“It is connected to math because some of the stuff has to do with math. For example: kiss+trust=love.”- 
India Johnson 
 
“There are shortcuts between these two (math&poetry) that one has to really notice.” –Denisha Hopper 
 
“The work is connected because all the rules are like functions that are part of math. Also, that in 
(math&poetry) there is always a way to solve a problem.” –Jimone Stuart 
 
“We use function equations, and the function of poems.” –Michelle Watkins 
 
“(It has taught me) …that I might be a great poet someday.” –Demario Collins 
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When asked if anyone had any new thoughts or opinions on rules, astute insights emerged. Rodney writes, 

“Life has made some difficult rules to face and some can be challenging. All rules are made for many 

reasons. Some are meant to be ignored…” Tatyana’s philosophizes: Life’s rules can be absurd and you 

can’t just go along with these rules. You must speak your mind and try to make your own. In this class, I 

realized that sometimes rules are just impossible to follow so your only other option is to make your own or 

break the rules to form a new one. Carnail, one of the shyest boys, believes that “[m]aking rules is 

something that has to be done to have balance in our society. Rule-breaking or bending disrupts the 

balance….” Shiara writes, “I have to deal with rules regardless of how I feel about them. Without rules, my 

life would be inside out. This workshop has taught me when or when not to question certain rules.” Tyrell 

points out: “Rule-making is easy --- it’s rule-breaking that is hard because of all the consequences.” 
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Project AIM introduces public school teachers and students to the authentic arts practice of artists by 

partnering teaching artists from Columbia College Chicago and community-based art organizations with 

public school teachers. The talented Project AIM Teaching Artist Cadre brings professional expertise in: 

creative writing, spoken-word performance, theatre, music, visual arts, book and paper arts, 

photography, dance and film to the classroom. 

 

Artists and teachers work together to infuse the classroom with creativity and experiential learning that 

connect arts processes and personal experiences to the core curriculum. Using inquiry-based teaching 

methods, these teams guide their students through each step of the creative process from 

brainstorming, writing first drafts, revision and rehearsal, to exemplary performances, exhibitions, and 

documentation of their work. 

  

INTEGRATION 

Focusing on the integration of word and image, Project AIM explores the parallels between arts and 

literacy learning. Artists and teachers jointly create arts-integrated curriculum that promotes reading 

and writing through the arts. Classrooms are transformed into studios and performance spaces where 

students are engaged in a powerful learning cycle in and through the arts. As a result, students learn 

higher-order thinking skills by translating their ideas across mediums. 

  

MENTORSHIP 

Project AIM provides many opportunities for mentorship between teachers, artists, students and 

college faculty. It establishes reciprocal learning communities that provide professional development 

through hands-on workshops, cooperative classroom learning laboratories and summer institutes. 

Monthly artist meetings are a key feature and an invaluable opportunity for teaching artists to share, 

and learn from, their peers. Project AIM works with principals, school-based steering committees, and 

local school councils to develop arts programming that supports positive, whole school change. Project 

AIM also enriches the arts-integration practice of participating faculty at Columbia College Chicago. 

  
For more information, please visit www.colum.edu/ccap or contact (insert applicable 

person) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Arts Integration Mentorship Project (Project AIM) is supported in part by the U.S. Department of 
Education Arts in Education Model Development and Dissemination program, National Endowment for the 
Arts, Chicago Public Schools, the Searle Funds at the Chicago Community Trust, Lloyd A. Fry Foundation, 
Leo S. Guthman Fund, JCCC Foundation, JPMorgan Chase Foundation, Kraft Foods, Polk Bros. 
Foundation, Terra Foundation for American Art, and an anonymous foundation. 

http://www.colum.edu/ccap
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