
 

 
Poetry & Music Project 26/27 

Call for Submissions  
Students in grades K-12 from Nebraska and Iowa are invited to submit works of poetry on 
the theme of Belonging. Selected poems will be set to music and premiered during a public 
concert in May, 2027. 

Theme for Poetry Submissions: 
Belonging 

The Opera Omaha Poetry & Music Project is a statewide program run in partnership with the Nebraska 
Writers Collective to amplify the voices of youth poets, both urban and rural, across Nebraska and Iowa. 
Over the last 9 years, more than 1,000 poems have been submitted to the Poetry & Music Project. These 
poems varied in topic, but one thing was very plain to see the young writers in our region have both 
immense talent and unique perspectives.  

Belonging - the sense that we are connected to ourselves, to the people and places we call home, and to 
the natural world around us - is the glue that binds us together and makes us feel cherished. This year, 
we invite you to write about belonging, thinking about the people, places, and surroundings that make you 
feel connected, or buzz with excitement, like you’re part of something bigger than yourself, like you’re the 
perfect puzzle piece we’ve been missing all along.  

Consider yourself found - we hope you’ll write some poems that celebrate the amazing ways you make 
this world better by being YOU and belonging to our community. 

If you need inspiration, check out the project prompts.  

Submission Guidelines 
• Open to all K-12 Students in Nebraska and Iowa 
• Students may only submit one (1) poem  
• All work must be original  
• Poems should be in Google Doc or Word file format 
• Poems should be in Times New Roman, Helvetica, or Arial font 
• Poems may be in any structure, but may not be more than 150 words long  
• Poems should not be more than one page in length  
• Poems submissions should not include images  
• Poems can be submitted via the online submission form 
• Poem Submission Deadline: November 30, 2026 

 
Submission Instructions 

Poems may be submitted via the online form on operaomaha.org/poetry  
Submission Deadline: Sunday, November 30, 2026 

 
For More Information Visit OPERAOMAHA.ORG/POETRY 

 
  

https://operaomaha.org/poetry-music/
https://operaomaha.org/poetry-music/


 
 

 

Opera Omaha Poetry & Music Project 26/27 Writing Prompts  
The following prompts will help you explore the theme of belonging and hopefully inspire you to write something 
that a composer can bring to life.  

BELONG IN THE MIDWEST 
Poems that put the “heart” in heartland and make us proud to live here! 
Read: Ted Kooser, “So This Is Nebraska” | Read: Sarah Hall Maney “Iowa Child” 
Listen: Jewel Rodgers, “Why Nebraska?” 

People who don’t live in the Midwest often ask questions like: Who lives there? What activities do you have? What’s 
so special about that place, anyway? We might say that we love the wind moving like an ocean breeze through tall 
cornstalks; that we feel hope as we watch sunsets melt across our big sky; that we are tree roots connecting our 
neighborhoods and communities. 
Like Ted Kooser, write a poem about the beauty of your state. Be sure to include both the beauty nature provides 
and what has been helped by human hands (gravel roads, loosening barns). Try to end it with an image (like Ted’s 
hand gliding out over the wheat and houses like a bird). 
Like Jewel, write a poem about your state that’s meant to be read aloud - don’t be afraid to make it punchy, funny, 
and silly in spots! Celebrate the things that make our state unique. Include common slogans or language that is 
uniquely ours (“Nebraska or Iowa Nice”). The line that Jewel repeats throughout this poem is “Why do I choose 
Nebraska? I say Nebraska chooses me!” Now you make your own repeatable line or refrain and use it 3 times in 
your poem. 
Maybe you’re an “Iowa Child” like Sarah. Compare yourself - your skills, interests, personality, moods - to the natural 
environment of your state. Do you run as fast as the wind in an open field? Are you as tall as a newly built barn? 
Are you smart like the American Crow or Blue Jay? 
Whatever you write, your poem should make it easier for you - or someone else - to feel like the Midwest is for all 
of us! 
Level up! While you write, play “Ode to the Plains,” performed by a Junior High Honors Orchestra in the 
background. Notice how the music changes your mood and writing pace. Use it as an extra source of inspiration! 

BELONG TO YOURSELF 
Sometimes, we are our own best friends. These poems teach us how to embrace, cherish, and tend to what 
makes us special as we use poetry to create a warm space for ourselves to belong. 
Listen: Faith Janaé, “My Name Is Faith” 
Read: Donna Ashworth, “YOU” | Read: Wendy Cope, “The Orange” 

For some of us, it’s tough to be our own best friend, but when we decide to love ourselves, life often becomes 
softer, easier. The poet Faith begins and ends her performance with a song - how does that change your 
understanding of her writing? Faith calls herself hilarious. She says, “I guess…I am the best thing to ever happen to 
anyone in my life!” Faith’s poem is about how meaningful and beautiful it can be to belong to ourselves.  
Like Faith, write a poem where you speak positively to/about yourself in every single line. Try to address yourself 
directly at least once. Consider using a handful of your own song lyrics to frame the poem. The poem should feel 
like coming home to yourself. 
Like Donna, write a short, 10-line poem called “You” - tell yourself what you’ve been needing to hear. Celebrate 
yourself! Congratulate yourself! Make a list of all the people you encounter in a day - parents, friends, pets, teachers, 
coaches - and think about collecting all those positive ways you make a difference with your smile, your 
compliments, your help. In her poem, Donna turns those moments into lights - for you, are they a jar of marbles 
turning different colors in the sunshine? A vase full of unique flowers you gather up at the end of the day? How 
will those precious moments show up in your poem? 
Like Wendy, celebrate the small wins of a really ordinary day - make those plain moments feel special or sparkly 
and find a way to end with the line: I’m glad I exist. 

Level up! Consider using your five senses to make these poems more layered and lovely. Perhaps we already have 
an image of what belonging to yourself looks like, but what does it sound like? What does it feel like? 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/42625/so-this-is-nebraska
https://plaza.las.iastate.edu/directory/sarah-hall-maney/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zD0UA_lwUv8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jDfXp6FKq_E&list=RDjDfXp6FKq_E&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4tzhQ4m7Xs4
https://schoolofkindness.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/359339428_816380039850727_1292159174763752059_n.jpg
https://www.brinkerhoffpoetry.org/poems/the-orange


 
 

 

 
BELONG TO YOUR FAMILY 
Family is what we make it - we may be born into it, or we may find it through friendships or pet adoptions along 
the way. You get to decide what family means to you. We hope you’ll write about the version of family that 
holds you, includes you, and loves you without restriction! 
Read: AHA, “Ode to my Daughter” | Read: Valerie Bloom, “Granny Is” 
Listen: Denice Frohman, “Accents” | Listen: GetLit Teen Poets, “Cat Poem” 

These poems from Denice, Valerie, the GetLit Fest, and an incarcerated poet who goes by the name “AHA” all deal 
with the uniqueness of families - like snowflakes, no two families are alike! Some families create belonging through 
shared language or accents, and sometimes that family grows when we hear a new student in the hallways speaking 
that same language. Other family units are ones we create with our pets - cats, dogs, hamsters, reptiles, ferrets, and 
more. Pets teach us about love, responsibility, and care, and for many people are a VIP (Very Important Pet). Some 
families may be separated by distance, like military families or parents/siblings who may be receiving medical care. 
In AHA’s case, the poet is separated due to incarceration and writes an ode - a celebratory or praise poem - to a 
daughter. Love knows no distance. 
Like AHA, write something small and celebratory - an ode to someone you miss, an ode to someone you love, an 
ode to someone who makes you feel valued, like you belong. 
Like Valerie, pick a special family member in your life that you love and look up to, someone who makes you feel 
like you’re essential to their life. Maybe this is your grandmother, uncle, or foster parent. Title your poem what you 
call them: Uncle Joey Is, Carrie Is, etc. Then, use a collection of images to describe them. These images will show us 
how they treat you and others around them. Maybe they are handwritten thank you cards, doors held wide open, 
or laughter that pulls you in like a boat to the shoreline. 
Like Denice, write a poem about the language your family speaks at home. Or about the special words and phrases 
that only your family knows - let your reader in on the inside joke! Poetry can be funny! Show us how those words 
are a legacy, passed on from grandmother, to mother, to child. Show us how those words build bridges and 
connections across generations. 
Like the GetLit Teens - write a poem about your pets, or the pets you’d love to have! Try to channel their intense 
love! Don’t just describe “a cat” but your cat. Tell us that she looks like a chocolate donut in the sunlight, or that she 
sounds like an opera singer when she’s hungry. Help us understand how you and your pets belong together. 

Level up! Not everyone feels like they belong in their family, and if you feel this way, it’s totally valid. So, challenge 
yourself to write beyond the idea of “family” and design a future where you belong. Speak from a place of hope, 
like Amanda Gorman in her poem “A New Day’s Lyric” which you can listen to or read along with. What would you 
say to someone struggling with the idea of family? How could you turn their gaze towards the light? Toward a 
better day and a new year? 

BELONG TO THE EARTH 
If you want to become a better friend to the earth, we suggest visiting your favorite parks, ponds, and trails to, 
“Take nothing but pictures, leave nothing but footprints, kill nothing but time.” This is a wonderful recipe for 
belonging to the Earth! 
Read: Mary Oliver, “Fall” | Read: Hannah Emerson, “I Live in the Woods of my Words” 
Read: Grace Nichols, “Cosmic Disco” | Listen: Joy Harjo, “Remember” 

Like Mary, pick your favorite season or time of day - maybe dusk around a campfire with your cousin, basking in 
mid-day sunshine at the city pool, or looking forward to the first day of winter and all the amazing snow sports that 
arrive with it! How can you be a friend to that season or hour? Be specific. Make us feel like getting outside helps 
us belong to something bigger than ourselves. 
For Hannah, a nonverbal writer with Autism, poetry and nature are one and the same - she lives inside a forest of 
her own creation where she can communicate however she likes. Maybe you are on the spectrum and want to 
build a world for yourself with your words - like Hannah, is your world the woods? A Great Plain? A noisy riverbank? 
A quiet meadow? 

https://freemindsbookclub.org/poem/ode-to-my-daughter/
https://childrens.poetryarchive.org/poem/granny-is/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qtOXiNx4jgQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VuOOV06cmpI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dQmYd6J07qc
https://www.dailygood.org/story/2867/-new-day-s-lyric-amanda-gorman/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine/browse?volume=165&issue=1&page=5
https://poetrysociety.org/poems-essays/on-poetry/on-the-listenting-world
https://childrens.poetryarchive.org/poem/cosmic-disco/
https://poets.org/index.php/lesson-plan/teach-poem-remember-joy-harjo


 
 

 

If you’re stumped, we recommend throwing a dance party for the sky! Everyone belongs on the dance floor Grace 
creates, even Saturn, stars, and the Moon! Try your hand at throwing a party for your community garden, complete 
with dancing carrots and card-playing cucumbers. 
Joy Harjo’s poem reminds us that we are visitors in this land, that we must tend to it and take care of it if we want 
it to last. Indigenous peoples, like Joy, are the original caretakers of the land, water, and animals; they have deep 
knowledge from listening to and learning from nature for thousands of years and their traditions teach us how to 
live as part of nature, not separate from it. Can you go outside and practice listening to the earth? Do you hear 
birds? Do you feel a breeze? Do you see an insect? Tell us about the experience! 
Like Joy, pick a strong verb that you want to use as your title and use throughout your poem. Joy chose “remember”- 
try to choose something different! Maybe listen, look, notice, gaze, or feel. Use that word to give instructions to your 
reader about how they can better belong to the earth by being kind to animals, taking care of hiking trails, and 
respecting water. 
Level up! Consider using your five senses to make the forest, the block, the Spring, the hiking trail, the campsite 
come to life. Be sure you don’t leave out any details!  
 

 

About the Poetry & Music Project 
The Opera Omaha Poetry & Music Project is a statewide program run in partnership with the Nebraska Writers 
Collective. Now in its 10th year, the Poetry & Music Project connects student writers and their words with 
composers to create original scores and explore the connections between poetry and music. Students are invited 
to submit poems for the project, and free Poetry & Music writing workshops are available in the fall. Professional 
composers select poems that move them from a robust collection of writing submitted by young writers in grades 
K-12 and create original music inspired by the selected poems. This program culminates in public performance of 
the selected poems -now songs- with the poets, their families, and community partners in attendance so they can 
see the fruits of labor that come from this season long project. 
 
Poetry Book 
All submitted poems will be printed in the Poetry & Music Project book which will be distributed to all poets, 
teachers, concert audience, and available online. The Poetry & Music Project book is also available in the Omaha 
Public Library’s collection.  
 
Writing Workshops 
Opera Omaha and Nebraska Writers Collective offer FREE writing workshops. Facilitated by Nebraska Writers 
Collective Teaching Artists, these FREE, in-class workshops aim to teach participants how to add musicality to their 
writing. Instructors explain a variety of poetic devices such as meter, rhyme, metaphor, and personification and 
show how these devices are used in poetry, modern music, and opera classics. 
The workshops add a layer of understanding for students who are interested in participating in the Poetry and 
Music Project. Workshops can be adapted to various classrooms but are best suited for students in 4th grade and 
above. Teachers interested in scheduling a workshop can register at operaomaha.org/poetry 

 
For More Information 

Visit: operaomaha.org/poetry  
Email: lmedici@operaomaha.org 

Call: 402.346.7372 x400 

https://operaomaha.org/poetry-music/
http://www.operaomaha.org/poetry
mailto:lmedici@operaomaha.org

