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Author’s Note

Dear Reader,

When Jack reads from Tips for Teaching in America in the film, he’s holding the first edition of this little book. 

I am thrilled to share this new edition in celebration of the premiere of Dead Deer High at SXSW. 

These poems were originally written and published years before the film, and whenever I reread them, I am thrust full-hearted into my time teaching 8th graders in the Mississippi Delta. Stephanie, Kyle, JT, and Vok would not exist without them.

Like the film, I hope it brings you joy and helps connect you with the poets and teachers in your lives. 

Sincerely,

Joshua Roark

You can find more info about the film at www.deaddeerhigh.com. 

Please sign up for the newsletter to stay up to date on how you can watch and share the film.

All inquiries are welcome to deaddeerhigh@gmail.com, or our publicist Jason Kaspersky at jk@prodigypublicrelations.com. 
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(C) Antibodies
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Bodies, thirty-four human bodies 

Cleaved into standard sized 

Bubbles, scantron creatures 

Benched in a row, you’d think 

All the cafeteria were 

Deserted but for the sticky 

Clicks of hand-me-down calculators

And the jerky whisper of pages 

Curling over—but if you 

Could hear eyes roll or spirits 

Break there’d be a rock 

Concert in here like 

At the usual lunching hour 

After you measure out noon to noon-thirty

By the bite marks on pizza 

Cubes, gray and flat like candles, three

Bites to go until we walk in 

Circles outside—now though you 
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Can only measure out time

By the heads-in-elbows

As you stalk, arms folded, 

Between the tables 

As usual, stiff-backed 

Dignity slipping 

Away as usual, watching little 

Dots get scribbled in for the

Alphabet of every name 

And every number of every state-

Documented name until 

All that they say matters 

Can fit on a stocky half sheet 

Colored like dirt and spotted

All over like something sick and 

Dying, maybe infectious
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Buy Your Own Classroom Supplies
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Your classroom binder should be big, beefy,

yellow maybe, or red, easy for spotting,

smudged with something like chocolate, coffee

splashed across the pages and set in the rings.

Your pens should be sunset colored, show that

you mean business, even from your pocket

or dry, chapped hands—oh, and don’t forget

the bottle of sanitizer.  It’ll sit fat

like a trophy at the edge of your desk.

Your closet should hold four white button-up

shirts, two pairs of heavy polyester

pants, black, creased, and a single ink-black clip-

on-tie, bought at an army surplus store.

Trust me, full length ties are not worth the risk.
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Get Used to Shrugs

[image: ]


Not all of them, but some in the classroom laugh,

fleshy bubbles of noise that slow rise up

in front of your words, cutting instructions in half.

You smile and sigh and take your cue to shut-up.

Pencil ends wiggle in their growing grips

like the tails of so many happy dogs.

Just write, you tell them, you know their tricks,

Let honesty spring from that young mind’s fog.

Some do scribble honestly on the page,

their hands dancing a quick beat of hurt and play

to create, to dig, to lift and reach and rage

toward the graphite honesty they struggle to say.

Why’s it gotta be honest? she asks through gum.

You shrug, she shrugs.  They write.  Not all, but some. 
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Keep a Few Dollars in Your Desk
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Three teenagers die at the road’s little

bridge on old 82, a few miles out.

Concrete knocked down river swallowed, metal 

bent back.  The kids ask you when, why and how

and the tough girl with scars and hollow laughs

says she was cousined to one of the teens,

could you help to get balloons from dollar shack?

So they can be let loose and whole-town-seen?

Bus driver preacher—worn Bible in hand, 

orange bus at back—expounds on texting,

as the purple balloons ascend up high,

so blue and bare to all their upgazed eyes.

To the sky the young necks have already bent,

the highway’s silence too loud to listen.
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They Teach You to Repeat Directions
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Feet flat. Backs straight. Eyes up.

Their eyes: jewels pried from a stolen crown 

and buried deep in the Mississippi Delta.

Like the arrowheads you dug up with your grandpa 

Feet flat. Backs straight. Eyes up.

out in the corn field where he’d take you shooting, 

blades of black ice, crooked in the hollow 

cup of your palm, once sacred in the light.

Feet flat. Backs straight. Eyes up.

They have the eyes that all children have, 

then give up in dark procedure

Feet flat. Backs straight. Eyes up.

to life, to each other, and to the classroom walls, 

cement brick and off-white.                 Eyes up.
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Cover Your Door with Student Art 
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Darkness hangs low in the half-light
from the window and the lamp, and the classroom hum
breaks on the whisper of pages turning from the right 

to the left, that unconscious two-step of thumbs. 

Something pleasant happens when they’re all reading. 

A quiet drifts lazily from chair to chair,

reaches down to hold their hands, leading 

us from word to word in classroom prayer.

Then a suit peers through the slim window on the door
and all of it shrinks, the air stale-turned, 

the young bodies now shifting in their seats, bored,
asking just what exactly they’re supposed to learn. 

The easy letting go of our thoughts is lost;

our minds forget the steps to that wordy waltz. 
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