Where Poetry Hides

Reread the following two verses from “Valentine for
Ernest Mann” by Naomi Shihab Nye. Then write a
quick write about the places you think poetry hides.

So I'll tell you a secret instead:
poems hide. In the bottoms of our shoes,
they are sleeping. They are the shadows
drifting across our ceilings the moment
before we wake up. What we have to do
is live in a way that lets us find them.
***
Maybe if we re-invent whatever our lives give us
we find poems. Check your garage, the odd sock

in your drawer, the person you almost like, but not quite.

And let me know.

Gathering Ideas

To get started, you may want to free write, quick
write, brainstorm, web, or whatever form works
best for you. Consider the following:
A: GENERAL to SPECIFIC. Nancie Atwell says,
“Don’t write about pebbles. Write about a
pebble.” Hold that one pebble in your hand. Feel
its weight, texture, shape. See its color and
formation. Recall the experience of finding it. Our
writing comes to life when we write about what is
real … we can only make it real when we get
specific. Make a list of the general things you’ve
written about that could become more specific.

Valentine for Ernest Mann
You can't order a poem like you order a taco.
Walk up to the counter, say, "I'll take two"
and expect it to be handed back to you
on a shiny plate.
Still, I like your spirit.
Anyone who says, "Here's my address,
write me a poem," deserves something in reply.
So I'll tell you a secret instead:
poems hide. In the bottoms of our shoes,
they are sleeping. They are the shadows
drifting across our ceilings the moment
before we wake up. What we have to do
is live in a way that lets us find them.
Once I knew a man who gave his wife
two skunks for a valentine.
He couldn't understand why she was crying.
"I thought they had such beautiful eyes."
And he was serious. He was a serious man
who lived in a serious way. Nothing was ugly
just because the world said so. He really
liked those skunks. So, he re-invented them
as valentines and they became beautiful.
At least, to him. And the poems that had been hiding
in the eyes of skunks for centuries
crawled out and curled up at his feet.
Maybe if we re-invent whatever our lives give us
we find poems. Check your garage, the odd sock
in your drawer, the person you almost like, but not quite.
And let me know.
― Naomi Shihab Nye

Example: Don’t write about ____________. Write about ____________.
trees
a tree
B: Write about what you know. Good writers write about topics and characters they are very
familiar with. Make a list of the HOWs, WHOs, and WHATs you know best.
C: In the words of Horace, one of the greatest lyric poets of all time (65B.C. – 8B.C.), begin
poems “in the midst of things.” Start your poems inside an experience, feeling, observation,
or memory. Brainstorm a list of your most recent experiences, feelings, observations or
intense memories. Choose one and begin the poem in the middle of the experience.
D: Sensory Details. Include the smell, look, feel, taste, and sound of your experiences,
memories, and favorite things. Make a short list of your favorites in which you could easily
recall the sensory details.
E: Observation. Writing about the ordinary through extraordinary eyes begins with keen
observation. When was the last time you watched the sunrise or a spider spin its web? Collect
your observations in a writer’s notebook or on anything … Nature is a great place to find poetry.
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EXERCISE 1: Acrostic Poem

The first letters vertically spell a name or word. Copy one of the poems below. Try an acrostic
poem of your own.

SERENDIPITY
Seeing
Elephants
Riding
East
Never
Did
Inspire
Poets
In the least
To
Outloudly
Utter
Serendipity
— Diane Lockward

How I avoided Doing My Acrostic Poem
or
What One Does When One Has No Ideas
Prepare to write
Relax and think
Organize desk
Critique contents
Rearrange desk materials
Aim to begin
Select and list words
Trim unnecessary ones
Intuit and intuit
Nurture every scrap
Align words in rows
Tear them up
Inspire self with peanut butter sandwich
Organize desk
Nap on couch
— Nona Horsley

EXERCISE 2: List Poem

A poem is a list of images, but in the end, the poet answers the question “so what?” Nature is a
great source of inspiration. Make a list poem out of your own observations.

The Grocer’s Children
The grocer’s children
eat day-old bread
moldy cakes and cheese,
soft black bananas
on stale shredded wheat,
weeviled rice, their plates
heaped high with wilted
greens, bruised fruit
surprise treats
from unlabeled cans,
tainted meat.
The grocer’s children
Never go hungry
— Herbert Scott

Like magic
thin green sticks
rise from the weeds
soar over the water
and stop,
hanging in space.
You wonder how
the trick is done
until you see
long wings
clear as glass.
And if you had
one wish today,
you’d ask for
dragonfly wings
in just your size
to surprise.
— Joanne Ryder
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EXERCISE 3: Form or Formula Poems

Some poets begin with a form or a formula. Sometimes, you can take a poem you like and
create an imitation poem. Try imitating one of the poems below by filling in the blanks. Or, try an
imitation of your favorite poem or song. You may change/revise whatever you need. Try to
make it rhyme if you wish … or don’t worry about the rhyme at all.
I Never Saw A Moor
by Emily Dickinson

____________
by ____________

I never saw a moor,
I never saw the sea;
Yet know I how the heather looks,
And what a wave must be.

I never saw ________________,
I never saw ________________;
Yet know I how __________________,
And what a ____________ must be.

I never spoke with God,
Nor visited in heaven;
Yet certain am I of the spot
As if the chart were given.

I never spoke with _______________,
Nor visited _________________;
Yet certain am I of ________________
As if the ___________________.

Dreams
by Langston Hughes

____________
by ____________

Hold fast to dreams
For if dreams die
Life is a broken-winged bird
That cannot fly.

Hold fast to ________________
For if ________________ die
Life is __________________ (metaphor)
That ____________.

Hold fast to dreams
For if dreams go
Life is a barren field
Frozen with snow.

Hold fast to ________________
For if ________________ go
Life is __________________ (metaphor)
____________ with ____________.

This is Just to Say
by William Carlos Williams

____________
by ____________

I have eaten
the plums
that were in
the icebox

I have _____________
the _______________
that were __________
the ________________

and which
you were probably
saving
for breakfast

and which
you _______________
___________________
for ________________

Forgive me
they were delicious
so sweet
and so cold

________________ me
they were ___________
so _________________
and so ______________
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EXERCISE 4: Haiku

Haiku is a Japanese form of poetry consisting of 3 lines with 17 syllables – usually 5/7/5. The
syllables matter less than the nature imagery. Begin with an abstract feeling or idea, then use
concrete images from nature to describe that feeling or idea. Notice in the following poems how
the title begins with the abstract while the lines use concrete nature images. Copy the following
examples of Haiku, then try writing a couple of your own.

Waiting
Night and once again
while I wait for you cold wind
turns into rain.
— Shiki

Loneliness
No sky at all;
no earth at all—and still
the snowflakes fall …
— Shiki

An old silent pond
A frog jumps into the pond,
Splash! Silence again.
— Basho

Broken and broken
Again on the sea, the moon
So easily mends
— Choshu

EXERCISE 5: Limerick

Notice that lines 1, 2, and 5 are longer and rhyme. Lines 3 and 4 are shorter and rhyme.
There once was a student from Central,
Who acted in the day quite whimsical.
Yet when down went the sun,
All her homework was done.
The effect on her report card was musical.

EXERCISE 6: Cinquain

A cinquain contains 22 syllables in 5 lines: ___ ___
___
___
___
___

___ ___ ___
___ ___ ___ ___ ___
___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___
___

Examples by Myra Cohn Livingston:

little
o, the earth, bathed
in ocean, how bravely
you tumble through the black nothing
of space
T-shirt
you’re my best thing
though you’ve faded so much
no one knows what you said when you
were new.
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EXERCISE 7: Daimante Poem

The diamante poem is arranged in a diamond pattern using seven lines in the following manner:
Step 1: LINE 1 one word subject NOUN
Step 2: LINE 2 two ADJECTIVES describing LINE 1 noun
Step 3: LINE 3 three participles (VERBS ending in -ing or -ed) to describe LINE 1 noun
Step 4: LINE 7 one word growing out of or opposite to LINE 1 noun (another NOUN)
Step 5: LINE 6 two ADJECTIVES describing LINE 7 noun
Step 6: LINE 5 three participles (VERBS ending in -ing or -ed) to describe LINE 7 noun
Step 7: LINE 4 four NOUNS – the first two related to the noun in LINE 1 and the last two related
to the noun in LINE 7
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

__________
__________, __________
__________, __________, __________
__________, __________, __________, __________
__________, __________, __________
__________, __________
__________

Examples:

teacher
intelligent, able
prepared, determined, focused
at the board in front, in the desk next to friends
focusing, determining, preparing
able, intelligent
student

pen
blue, fine-tip
flowing, moving, forming
words, sentences, thoughts, ideas
waiting, receiving, framing
college-ruled, wide-ruled
paper

EXERCISE 8: Alliteration

The repeating of beginning consonant sounds (eg. creamy, crunchy, crash).

Following feathers floating from somewhere
I fell face first into a nest.
Forgetting for whom or why or from where
I came, I found a welcomed rest.

EXERCISE 9: Just for Fun

Copy the following poem and respond with one of your own.

I have a friend who keeps standing on her hands.
That’s fine,
Except I find it difficult to talk to her
Unless I stand on mine.
— Karla Kuskin
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EXERCISE 10: Simile

A simile is a comparison using like or as.

Example from “Ladybug” by Charlotte Zolotow:
Little ladybug,
With your
Glazed red wings
and small black polka dots,
you look like a porcelain statue
until suddenly
you
fly
away.

Figures of Speech

Play around with simile, metaphor, or
personification. Write about the weather.
Compare the weather with a mood. Make
an unexpected comparison. Or, write about
a season … any season, or a friend, a
crush, a first time in a new place. Write
about an ending (school, a friendship, a
project, the day) or a beginning (summer
vacation, a new member in your family, a
new friendship, a new sport or hobby).

EXERCISE 11: Metaphor

A metaphor is an unexpected comparison that does not use like or as.

Dreams
by Langston Hughes
Hold fast to dreams
For if dreams die
Life is a broken-winged bird
That cannot fly.
Hold fast to dreams
For if dreams go
Life is a barren field
Frozen with snow.

EXERCISE 12: Personification

Personification is assigning human qualities to something that does not really have those
qualities.

Taking Turns
by Norma Farber
When sun goes home
Behind the trees,
And locks her shutters tight—
Then stars come out
with silver keys
to open up the night.
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EXERCISE 13: Five Senses Color Poem

Follow the steps for writing a color poem that incorporates the five senses:
1. PREWRITING: Select one color. Draw as many things as you can think of that color
brings to mind.
2. PREWRITING: Create a five-senses chart or web. Brainstorm all you can think of to help
complete the chart or web for the color you chose.
Looks like

Sounds like

Smells like

3. DRAFTING: Using the best of the items from
your chart, create a five senses color poem.
4. REVISING: Rewrite the poem without sensory
words – looks, sounds, smells, feels, tastes. Try
“White is …” instead of “White looks like …” Or,
delete the color at the beginning of each line
too, so it is more like a list poem. Or, make it into
more of a story.
Examples:

White looks like walls
and baseballs
and clouds floating through the sky.
White feels like slippery sleet
beneath your feet
and tastes like vanilla cream pie.

OR 

Feels like

Tastes like

_____ looks like __________.
_____ sounds like __________.
_____ smells like __________.
_____ feels like __________.
_____ tastes like __________.

White
walls
baseballs
clouds floating through the sky
slippery sleet
beneath your feet
vanilla cream pie

Blue is the Color of Beginnings
by Alicia Lacy
Soft
receiving blanket
swaddled him the first time
he gazed into Momma’s eyes.
Sweet frosting from his first birthday cake
smeared from head to toe. Superman Underoos
worn with pride the first day he stayed dry. Mouthwatering pie
baked with Grandma the first time he picked berries. Slow zipper solo
echoed from his Spiderman backpack the first day of kindergarten. Rough waves
rocked the boat the first time he baited his own hook. Sparkling Schwinn pedaled alone—
no training wheels, no helping hands. Faded 501s buttoned the first day of junior high.
Sweaty jersey donned the first time he scored a touchdown. Freshly waxed
Oldsmobile driven on his first date. Nervous signature scribbled the
morning he enlisted. Shiny satin garter peeled from his bride’s
thigh the day he said “I do.” Dress blues pressed the
day he made colonel. Clear winter sky
swallowed the 21-gun salute
the day everyone said
goodbye.
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EXERCISE 14: Protest Poem
Protest poetry (also called slam poetry, especially
when performed/read aloud) speaks out against a
social injustice of some sort.

1. PREWRITING: Create a list or web.
Brainstorm all of the social injustices you
can think of, such as war, poverty, bullying,
crime, racism, and so on.
2. DRAFTING: Select an injustice to slam or
protest, and write a draft in which you
speak out against it. It might tell a story, it
might read more like a list, or it might do
both like the example here.

EXERCISE 15: Found Poem
Follow the steps for writing a found poem:

1. Read/skim the selection – an article, song,
advertisement, essay, or something from
your own writer’s notebook/journal. As you
read/skim, circle or underline any words,
phrases, or sentences you think are
powerful or meaningful.
2. Copy what you have circled or underlined
onto another piece of paper, and begin to
think about how you could organize or
arrange the words, phrases, and
sentences into a poem.
3. Do not add any words that are not found in
the original text. (In other words, do not
add words of your own – you are “finding”
a poem within the words already written.)
I always break this rule.
4. Line the poem out so it looks like a poem,
not a paragraph.
5. You may repeat words, phrases, and
sentences that you especially like.
6. You may rearrange words.

Example of a protest poem:
Diary of a First-Year Teacher
My money
my before-I-even-started-the-job-and-could-beconsidered-an-underpaid-teacher money
Office Depot
Staples
Target
Wal-Mart
driving from place to place
hitting every back-to-school sale
searching for supplies
all for my students
students I don’t even know yet
students I will come to love
students who will rip the beating heart from my
chest with every casualty
unsuspecting markers thrown about
lying headless on the floor without
lids like a fish out of water
the carnage of innocent colored pencils
broken, snapped in half
dismembered in a rainbow blood bath
students who will rip my naïve, whoa-weknow-a-sucker-when-we-see-one heart
from my hollow chest
like a pack of wolves feasting after the quest
this fate is a test
Who wins when
I hit the back-to-school sales again
next year?
― Alicia Lacy
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EXERCISE 16: Concrete Poem

Concrete poetry (also called shape poetry) has to do with the physical form of the words on
the paper. While the words, writing style and literary devices all impact the meaning of the
poem, the physical shape the poem takes is also significant. Combining content and form
helps to create a powerful effect.
Examples:

EXERCISE 17: Object Poem

Write a poem inspired by an object. Look at and touch an object in front of you (provided by
your teacher) or work from memory with an object that is dear to you (from your Heart Map).
Use words that appeal to the five senses – touch, taste, smell, sound, and, of course, sight.

EXERCISE 18: Magnet Poem

Make a poem by moving magnetic words on a tray. Arrange and rearrange these words to form
a poem. Then, copy your poem onto paper, arranging it exactly how you want it on the page.
Feel free to add a few words if needed.

EXERCISE 19: Illustrate Your Poem

Many poems use visual imagery to paint a picture in your mind. Select a poem you wrote that
inspires the artist in you, and illustrate it using the images you “see” in your mind as you read it.

Write an object
poem, a magnet
poem, or an
illustrated poem
for Ms. Lacy to use
as an example!
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EXERCISE 20:
Place Poem

Write a poem that describes a
place. Use imagery to appeal to
the five senses (touch, taste,
smell, sound, sight). Try to
include alliteration, which is
repetition of beginning
consonant sounds (creamy,
crunchy, crash) and
personification – assigning
human qualities to something
that does not really have those
qualities. Pick a place from your
Heart Map or turn your
descriptive paragraph about a
place into a poem.

REVISE!

The following revision ideas
have been borrowed and
adapted from “Chapter Six:
Crafting Your Poem” of Poetry
Matters by Ralph Fletcher.

Example of a place poem:
The Alamo
Cars zoom past the corner
of Alamo Plaza and Crockett
engines roar
and friends reunite
embrace under the street lamp
laughter echoes
One hundred yards away
quiet reverie
soft arches swirl above ancient windows
a wooden door seals the sanctuary
battered by bullet holes
an enormous oak fills the courtyard
knotted and gnarled branches
bowing

sprawling

mourning

“The world is full of poets with
languid wrenches who don’t
bother to take the last six turns
on their bolts.” — X.J. Kennedy
TURN #1: Think Fragments.
Poetry can be about breaking
the rules. You can create a list of
fragments or use one fragment
in the midst of complete
sentences to give it more
attention or power.

w
e

e

p

i

n

g

thriving with life above whispers of death
reaching out to tainted mission walls
comforting an old friend.
― Alicia Lacy

TURN #2: Say the most with the least. Vivid verbs and specific nouns are more important
than adjectives and adverbs. Consider omitting unimportant words like articles (a, an, the),
conjunctions (and, or, but), and prepositions (to, under, at). Can you omit anything else?
TURN #3: Experiment with Line Breaks. Where you end your line can be as important as the
words you use.
TURN #4: Use White Spaces. How will you use the white space of the paper to help frame
your poem and direct the reader’s focus?
TURN #5: Consider Shape. Use shape to have fun and add meaning to your poem.
TURN #6: End with a Bang! (the So What!)
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