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We dedicate this book to future readers, especially those inspired 
by our hosts at Behind the Book. We hope that you can connect 
with what we are sharing with the world by reading our poems.

Dedication



What factors make a successful life and who determines what success looks like?

Can we reclaim agency over our lives by writing our own stories?

About the Program

The ninth and tenth graders in Ms. Torres and 
Mr. Adames’ classes closely examined these 
complicated questions during this program 
through readings, media analysis, and art 
work including their own original writings. The 
result was an inspiring multidisciplinary project.

Students read When We Make It by Elisabet 
Velasquez, a novel-in-verse navigating 
the intersection of family, poverty, mental 
illness, sexuality, and racism for a Nuyorican 
teenager, Sarai, in gentrifying 1990s 
Bushwick, Brooklyn.

During Elisabet’s visit, the class was treated 
to the author’s performance of some of 
the book’s poems and discussed how the 

content related to their lives. She stressed 
Sarai’s ongoing struggle with agency and 
self-worth. Mispronouncing names as a sign 
of disrespect resonated with students as 
many exclaimed that it happened to them 
“all the time.”

In the research component, the class read 
and discussed news articles connecting 
themes from When We Make It to today. 
These included homelessness, crime, racism, 
school curriculum, LGBTQIA+ rights, gender 
issues, sexual assault, and community 
violence. Inspired by Elisabet’s own blackout 
poetry in the book, the program asked 
students to use these news articles as the 
foundation for their own blackout poems.



Black-out poetry takes an existing piece of 
fiction, news story, poem—any written record—
and uses a black marker to cover segments 
of the text until a new story emerges. Often 
the new story contradicts the original text 
and is all the more meaningful for it. The poet 
can reclaim the original text’s narrative—
meaning they can control the story being 
told. Appropriating your opposition’s words to 
write your own story can be a powerful form 
of healing and activism.

With the support of multi-lingual volunteers, 
students used markers to black out portions 
of the article text to rewrite the author’s 
narrative from their perspective. Led by BtB’s 
teaching artist Candice Humphries, students 
created symbols on top of the blacked-
out text to visually represent the content of 
the poem. They were encouraged to see 
how art can provide alternative ways of 
expressing ideas.

Elisabet’s blackout poetry in When We Make It
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