Poetry Interpretation Rules 

The purpose of this contest is to encourage the student to understand, experience, and share poetry through the art of oral interpretation. 

Oral interpretation or the study of poetry through its performance can be defined as a demonstration of analysis, perfomance, and communication skills offered publicly on behalf of  literature.  

The goals of oral interpretation may be approached from each facet of the performance situation: the poem, the performer, and the audience.  If the poem is featured, the oral interpretation’s goal is literary study in which the poem is better understood because it is performed. If the performer is featured, the goal is self-growth as the performer discovers some aspect of human experience through the poem.  If the audience is featured, the goal is to communicate a text’s meaning to the audience. 

The oral interpreter should work from these questions:

What elements of the poem are important to the performance? 

What physical, vocal, intellectual, and emotional resources can the performer bring to the poem? 

How can this poem be communicated to the audience? 

What kind of introduction and commentary will be most effective? 

Poetry contestants must perform a published poetry selection from easily verifiable sources. These selections may include Pulitzer Prize winners.  They may be an author normally included in Christian High School curriculums.  Contestants must furnish the judges with a copy of the selection and the source.

A spoken introduction is required.  It should prepare the audience to listen to the selection and must include the name of the writer and the selection to be performed.  Content of the introduction should be informative and relevant to the selection.  It should be delivered utilizing the skills of good public speaking.  It should be direct, personal, and informal in style with the student speaking as himself/herself. The introduction should reflect spontaneity, though it should be prepared ahead of time. 

The contestant must bring, in a stiff backed folder or small notebook, a manuscript copy of his selection.  The contestant will perform the selection using the manuscript.  No reading from books or magazines. 

Responsive use of the body (i.e. spontaneous changes in posture, gesture, and place-to-place movement) is permissible.  However, this active use of the body should: 


Be appropriate to the demands of the selection


Be a natural outgrowth from the literature to be performed


Not call attention to itself, and 


Be limited in scope

In selecting material to be read in the contest, the teacher and student are challenged to explore literature of high quality and are encouraged to prepare selections of literary merit.  Selections are to be read in English, however, incidental user of foreign words or phrases in any selection may be used as in the original.  Selections used by contestants must not offend the moral standards of T-CAL.  Sponsors will revise or reject all selections which in any way fail to meet these qualifications, as not all material by a writer is appropriate for contest material. 

The time limit for each performance, including introduction and transitional material, may not exceed seven minutes.  Penalty is disqualification from the round. 

Speaking order will be determined by a drawing by the Contest Director by chance. 

In conducting this contest, two rooms will be needed, a rehearsal room, and a performance room. 

Students should be offered the educational opportunity to experience the variety of literature and performances available through T-CAL participation.  Therefore, it is permissible for contestants to listen to each other during the contest. 

Duties of the Contest Director

Secure a rehearsal room

Secure a performance room

Secure a rehearsal room monitor

Secure a performance room monitor

Secure a timekeeper

Secure one or three critic judges

Provide appropriate instructions for the judges

Provide Review of Ranking and Judges Sheets before announcing official results

Determine the speaking order

Verify that the poem to be presented meets the contest criteria

Insure that no interruptions occur during the contest

All contestants must be dressed in appropriate dress for contests.  The contest director may disqualify contestants for violation of this rule. 

