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Green Snake, when I hung you round my neck

and stroked your cold, pulsing throat

   	 as you hissed to me, glinting

arrowy gold scales, and I felt

   	 the weight of you on my shoulders,

and the whispering silver of your dryness

   	 sounded close at my ears—

Green Snake—I swore to my companions that certainly

   	 you were harmless! But truly

I had no certainty, and no hope, only desiring

   	 to hold you, for that joy,

                                               which left

a long wake of pleasure, as the leaves moved

and you faded into the pattern

of grass and shadows, and I returned

smiling and haunted, to a dark morning.
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1.1
Answer the following questions about Denise Levertov’s poem “To the 
Snake.” You may consult the poem or the glossary as you work. 

1.	 Write down the poem’s title here. 

2.	 Who or what is being addressed in the poem’s title?

3.	 How does the speaker describe the green snake in stanza 1?

HELPFUL HINT

Some questions r
equire that y

ou find the 
exact word 

or phrase in 
the poem to write your ans

wer. For some 

questions it 
will be necessary 

for you to re
ad closely to

 

find clues to
 inform your respon

se.
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1.2

Title: _________________________________________________

Stanza 1: ______________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

Stanza 2: ______________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

Congratulations: you just wrote a  poem! Use your journal to write down ideas or to draft other poems.
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writing that addresses a person or thing 

that is not present

the words or subject of a piece of writing

the shape, structure, or appearance of a 

piece of writing

the place where a line ends

a section of a poem; consists of a line or 

group of lines

the blank space that divides two stanzas 

from each other

form

stanza break

content

stanza

apostro
phe

line break

Literary Vocabulary
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Denise Levertov
Denise Levertov was born in 1923 in Essex, United Kingdom. 
At a young age, she knew writing would be her future: “I lived 
in a house full of books, and everybody in my family did 
some kind of writing.... It seemed natural for me to be writing 
something. I wrote poems from an early age, and stories,” she 
recalled. Her mother encouraged her to send poems to the poet 
T. S. Eliot, and at age seventeen she published The Double Image, 
her first collection of poetry. 

In 1947 Levertov moved to the United States and continued 
publishing poetry. Influenced by the writing of William Carlos 
Williams, she began to experiment with a style of imagery that 
transformed everyday objects into something remarkable and 
new. Her collections of poetry, including The Sorrow Dance, 
To Stay Alive, and Freeing the Dust, earned many awards. She 
continued to write and teach until her death in 1997.
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2.2
Independent Writing Practice

In this lesson so far, you’ve read several poems that offer an apology for 
something the speaker may not really be sorry for doing. Think about your 
own example of something that might require an apology. This example 
may come from your life or your imagination; it does not have to be based 
on real life.

1.	 �ink about something that might deserve an apology, even if 
you didn’t know it was wrong or hurtful at the time. �is could be 
something you have done (such as Williams eating the plums) or 
something you have imagined (such as Koch chopping down a house). 
Write that thing down here.

Based on the action you used to answer question 1, answer questions 2-4. If 
you are writing about something imagined, just answer as you would if you 
had actually performed the action in question 1. These planning questions 
will help you think more about the scenario you will use in your poem, 
which you will write in the next section.

2.	 To whom are you apologizing?

3.	 How might that person have been hurt or annoyed by your action?
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2.2

5a. 	For whom is this apology intended?

5b. What words or details in this poem show the speaker’s sincerity?

Poem #2: Sarcastic Tone
Now it’s time to try a different tone. Write another poem that apologizes 
for the exact same action, but use a sarcastic tone to show that the 
speaker may not really be sorry for his or her actions. Use the lines 
below to write your poem. You might think about your answers to the 
questions above for inspiration, but you do not have to use the exact 
same words as you did before.

In writing your poem, you might think about the following things: 

•	 The action that deserves an apology
•	 Why someone might be hurt by this action
•	 What enjoyment the speaker got out of the action
•	 For whom the apology is intended

20



2.2

6a. 	For whom is this apology intended?

6b. What words or details in this poem show the speaker’s sincerity?
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Name:

Date:

Activity Page

3.1

5.	 According to line 6, what did the speaker do as a result of these feelings? 
Use the words from the poem in your answer. 

6.	 Paraphrase your answer to question 5 by putting the poem’s words in 
your own words.

7.	 What does the speaker do in lines 7–8? 
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Core Vocabulary

Vocabulary

scientist who studies outer space and the 

bodies (such as stars, moons, and planets) 

in it

numbers or diagrams

a shortened version of learned (in which 

the apostrophe stands in for missing letter 

e) used to describe people, who have spent 

many years studying one subject

a talk, usually given by a teacher or other 

expert, on a single topic

not of this world

learn’d-adj.

figures-n.

astronomer-n.

lecture-n.

mystical-adj.
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4.1

Part 2

After you and your partner have exchanged your stories about encountering 
nature, work together to answer the following questions.

6.	 How did your lists of experiences di�er? List as many ways as you can 
that your experience in nature was di�erent from your partner’s.  

7.	 What did your experiences have in common? List as many ways as you 
can that your experience in nature was similar to your partner’s.

REMINDER

When descr
ibing how

 two or more 

things are
 similar, equal

, or alike,
 you 

are comparing. W
hen you f

ocus on th
e 

differenc
es between two or more things

, 

you are co
ntrasting.
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4.2
“The Copper Beech”

REMINDER
Figurative language consists of words or phrases that mean more than 
their dictionary definition. Two examples of figurative language are 
similes and metaphors. Similes are comparisons using like or as, and 
metaphors are comparisons that do not use like or as.

1.	 Looking at the image above and using clues from the words of the poem, 
draw a circle to show where the speaker would be located. �en write a 
sentence below to explain what details in the poem help you know that 
the speaker would be located here.
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For other fruits my father was indifferent.

He’d point at the cherry trees and say,

“See those? I wish they were figs.”

In the evening he sat by our beds

weaving folktales like vivid little scarves.

They always involved a figtree.

Even when it didn’t fit, he’d stick it in.

Once Joha was walking down the road

and he saw a figtree.

Or, he tied his camel to a figtree and went to sleep.

Or, later when they caught and arrested him,

his pockets were full of figs.

At age six I ate a dried fig and shrugged.

“That’s not what I’m talking about!” he said,

“I’m talking about a fig straight from the earth — 

gift of Allah! — on a branch so heavy

it touches the ground.

I’m talking about picking the largest, fattest,

 sweetest fig

in the world and putting it in my mouth.”

(Here he’d stop and close his eyes.)
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Marie Howe was born in Rochester, New York, in 1950. As a 
child, she loved to read and write. As an adult, she became a 
journalist and a seventh grade English teacher. While teaching, 
she realized her true love of poetry and spent hours reading 
and selecting poems for students to read. Her passion inspired 
her to return to college and create art that would make “hearts 
break open, rather than close.”

Not long after her first book of poetry, The Good Thief, was 
published, Howe’s brother died of an AIDS-related disease, 
inspiring her second poetry collection, What the Living Do. 
Her poetry has inspired readers with its honesty and openness 
on many diverse topics. In 2012, Marie Howe was named Poet 
Laureate for New York state. She writes and teaches in 
New York City.

Marie Howe
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5.3
Independent Writing Practice

In this exercise you will write your own poem using an ABAB rhyme 
scheme. Like Robert Frost, you should make your poem about something 
that was surprising or unexpected. 

1.	 �ink of an event from your life that was surprising or unexpected. 
Write what was surprising in the space below.

2.	 What was happening before the surprising event?

3.	 What changed because of the surprising event?
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6.1
“#359” 

Listen to stanza 3 as it is read aloud, then answer the following questions. 
You may consult the poem as you work.

1.	 What does the bird do in the �rst line of the stanza?

2.	 Using context clues from the other words in the �rst two lines of the 
stanza, try to infer the meaning of the word abroad. What does it mean 
in this stanza?

3.	 Name the simile in the stanza.

4.	 What is the simile describing?
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6.2

3.	 Work together with your partner to turn your simile into a metaphor. 
Remember that a metaphor does not use the words like or as. For example, 
you might write “�e bird’s �apping wings were oars dividing the air.”

HELPFUL HINT

A metaphor is a 
 

comparison in w
hich  

the words usually 
used 

to describe one thing 

are used to d
escribe 

something diffe
rent.

HELPFUL HINT
A simile is a comparison of two different  
things using the words like or as.
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7.1

9.	 Unless they are sick, which the father in this poem does not seem to 
be, people usually clear their throats when they feel “choked up” or 
emotional. Why might the father become emotional in this poem as he 
gives his son advice?

10.	What differences exist between the way the speaker initially reacts to the 
situation and the way his father tells him he should react?
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7.2

3.	 Now look over these ideas and find one you want to describe in your 
poem. Circle it. 

4.	 Describe in one sentence what you will be comparing in your poem.

5.	 Explain how these two things are similar.
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A man has been in the VAH Library all day long, 

looking at the maps, the atlas, and the globe, 

finding places.

Acapulco, the Bay of Bengal, 

Antarctica, Madagascar, Rome, Luxembourg, 

places.

He writes their names on a letter pad, hurries 

to another source, asks the librarian for a book 

but it is out and he looks hurt and then he rushes 

back to the globe, turns it a few times and finds 

Yokohama and then the Aleutian Islands.

Later on, he studies Cape Cod for a moment, 

a faraway glee on his face, in his eyes.

He is Gauguin, he is Coyote, he is who he is,

traveling the known and unknown places,

traveling, traveling.
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8.1
“Traveling”

1.	 Where does this poem take place? 

2.	 How long has the man spent in this place? Use words from the poem in 
writing your answer.

3.	 How does the man seem to feel when he learns that one of the books he 
wants is checked out? Use words from the poem in writing your answer.

4.	 Why might the man feel hurt by this?

5.	 We know that the man has been in the hospital library for a very long 
time. Why might someone who is in a hospital be particularly excited 
about going to new places?
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8.1

6.	 How does studying Cape Cod make the man feel? Put your answer into 
your own words but explain what part of the poem helped you know this.

7.	 Why might the man in the hospital feel like he is Gauguin? 

8.	 What might connect the man in the hospital to the Coyote character? 
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8.1

HELPFUL HINT

This poem contains allusion
s to two cultural figure

s, Paul 

Gauguin and Coyote. Paul Gauguin (1848–1903) was a 

painter who grew up in Peru, moved to France, then spen
t 

the end of his li
fe in Tahiti and other S

outh Sea islands.

Coyote is a common character in N
ative American 

literature. He is a trickster–
a character who can use 

many different tools to g
et ahead. He is also a surviv

or; 

he deals with hard situatio
ns and keeps goin

g.

9.	 The poem says at the end that the man looking at the globe is “traveling.” 
What kind of travel might he be doing as he thinks of each place?
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8.2
Independent Writing Practice

In this activity, you will write your own list poem. Follow the prompts below 
to get started.

1.	 In your class discussion, you should have picked a kind of list you want 
to include in your poem. Write that down here.

2.	 Using the lines below, write down at least seven things you would like to 
put on the list in your poem.

a.	

b.	

c.	

d.	

e.	

f.	

g.	
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One Art
Elizabeth Bishop
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Name:

Date:

Activity Page

9.3
Independent Writing Practice
Now that you’ve read and studied Elizabeth Bishop’s villanelle, it’s time to 
write your own! Use the following prompts to help you plan your writing.

The villanelle form requires repeated lines, so it’s important to find some 
sentences that you want to repeat frequently. One way to do this is to think 
about Bishop’s example. Her speaker seems to repeat some sentences that 
she wants to believe. 

One way to think about something you believe or repeat often is to consider 
the idea of a motto or mantra. This is a sentence that you might repeat to 
yourself often. It can be something that you want to remind yourself of or 
that you consider a core belief. For example, your motto might be “Do my 
best every day.”

1.	 Write your motto, mantra, or other sentence you want to repeat here.

2.	 On each of the following lettered lines, write down a situation that would 
make you need to repeat your motto, mantra, or other sentence.

a.	

b.	

c.	

d.	

e.	

f.	
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Name:

Date:

Activity Page

9.4
Independent Writing Practice

Take the lines you planned in the previous section and fill them in 
below. The notes below each line will help you remember when to 
repeat the first and third lines. Remember that some lines do not have 
to be repeated, so you should fill in other words for those lines.

Line 1

Line 3

Line 1 repeated

Line 3 repeated
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Activity Page

Name:

Date:9.4

Line 1 repeated

Line 3 repeated

Line 1 repeated

Line 3 repeated

If you finish with time to spare, go back and think about how you can 
make the first five stanzas follow the ABA rhyme scheme. Remember 
that the last stanza should have an ABAA rhyme scheme. Make edits 
if needed to create this rhyme scheme for your villanelle.

Congratulations! You just started writing a villanelle!
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10.2

4.	 Which of these two things do you like better? Give at least two reasons 
for your answer.

5.	 Remember that McCray does not say directly which state she likes best. 
Instead, she uses words such as “nestled close” or “bitter line” to show 
how she felt about each situation. List at least two phrases you can use to 
help your readers understand which thing in your poem you like best.
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Core Vocabulary

Literary Vocabulary

structure used for supporting vines, which wind around the arbor as they grow

large grapes found in the southeastern United States

when the same form is repeated in a series 

of lines or stanzas; poets o�en use parallel 

structure to demonstrate they they are 

linking  two ideas or descriptions

scuppernongs—n.

arbor—n.

parallel 
structure

Vocabulary
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Carrie Allen McCray

Born on October 4, 1913, in Lynchburg, Virginia, Carrie Allen 
McCray was the ninth of ten children. She remembered child-
hood in Virginia fondly. However, when McCray was seven, her 
family moved to Montclair, New Jersey, where the family met 
intimidation and threats from neighbors who were unhappy to 
have a black family in a white neighborhood. 

McCray was surrounded by poetry at a young age. James Wel-
don Johnson and Langston Hughes were family friends and 
guests in the family’s home. As an adult, McCray found that 
these influences helped shape her writing.

She published Ajös Means Goodbye in 1966 and continued 
writing throughout her life, publishing other works, such as 
the memoir Freedom’s Child: The Life of a Confederate General’s 
Black Daughter. Surprisingly, it wasn’t until age 73 that McCray 
came to think of herself as a writer. She died in 2008 at age 94.
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Isla
Virgil Suárez
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11.3

Independent Writing Practice

Using the material you developed above, compose a draft of 
your poem in the space below. Remember to describe the 
situation or object, then show how each character reacts to  
that situation.

If you finish with time remaining, go back and add one more detail to 
each character’s reaction.
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12.1
“Constantly Risking Absurdity (#15)”

Answer the following questions about Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s
“Constantly Risking Absurdity (#15).” You may consult the poem as  
you work.

1.	 Reread stanza 2. How would you put the message of the �rst four lines of 
stanza 2 into your own words? 

2.	 According to stanza 2, who waits for the poet?

3.	 Ferlinghetti personi�es beauty by describing it in human terms. What 
actions or characteristics show how beauty is personi�ed?

REMINDER
Personification is the practice of describing non-human things as if they had human traits or characteristics.
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12.2

If you finish with time remaining, read back over your poem. Make sure 
to give it a title. Then think about all the tools you have learned in this unit 
for reading poetry. Is there someone you know who might enjoy reading or 
writing poetry? Give that person a copy of this poem as a way to inspire or 
encourage him or her.
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word–

word–

word–

word–

word–

word-

Literary Vocabulary

a poem about the cra� of poetry

describing non-human things as if they 
had human qualities

Literary Vocabulary

personification

ars poetica
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Name:

Date:

Assessment

Blake’s poem presents adults who look at children and think about growing up. 
Write your own poem describing your memories of growing up. Make sure 
your poem includes a title and figurative language such as simile and metaphor. 
When you have finished your poem, complete the checklist table below.

Check Statement Complete the statement below

The poetic tool I use in this 
poem is…

My poem is a really strong 
example of the tool being 
used. I know this because…

I convey the message in a 
creative and new way. This is 
not a poem another person 
would write. It shows my 
unique imagination in the 
following way…

I have looked over each line 
and made intentional choices 
about where to begin and 
end each line.

(No writing here)

I read my poem aloud, 
thought about how it 
sounded, and then revised 
the poem so it is easy to 
follow and sounds great.

(No writing here)

My poem will surprise my 
readers because…
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Check Question
Complete the  

question below

My poem has strong images, 
such as…

I have chosen the best words 
to express myself. I took out 
all the words I don’t need.

(No writing here)

I have written a strong 
beginning to my poem by…

The ending of my poem 
looks and feels like an ending 
because…

I chose the best title for 
my poem. It is really good 
because...

I looked at my poem and 
decided whether it needed a 
particular shape, line breaks, 
long lines, or short lines. I 
decided...
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The Negro  
Speaks  
of Rivers
Langston Hughes
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P.P.1

Identify an example of repetition of words or phrases in the poem.

In one sentence, describe what this poem is about.
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P.P.1
Graphic Organizer

Langston Hughes uses many different sensory details to help the reader to 
feel, see, smell, taste, and hear throughout this poem. Imagine yourself as 
the narrator of the poem. Complete the graphic organizer to infer what the 
narrator has experienced. 

What the character feels:

Quote/detail from the poem:

What the character sees:

Quote/detail from the poem:

What the character tastes:

Quote/detail from the poem:

What the character smells:

Quote/detail from 
the poem:

 

What the character hears:

Quote/detail from the poem:
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P.P.1
Use the space below to add an illustration of your metaphor.
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I Am O�ering 
This Poem
Jimmy Santiago Baca

I am offering this poem to you,

since I have nothing else to give.

Keep it like a warm coat

when winter comes to cover you,

or like a pair of thick socks

the cold cannot bite through,

                         I love you,

I have nothing else to give you,

so it is a pot full of yellow corn

to warm your belly in winter,

it is a scarf for your head, to wear

over your hair, to tie up around your face,

                         I love you,
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P.P.2
1.	 “I Am Offering This Poem” uses figurative language and repetition to 

describe a poem as a gift. Write your own poem as a gift to someone you 
care for or who has helped you in your life. If you wish, you can include 
some of the devices you learned about: anaphora, allusions, repetition, 
alliteration, parallel structure, and figurative language—in your poem.

Reading Score:      /16
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C
cautious—adj. careful

content—adj. the words or subject of a piece of writing

convenient—adj. earby or easy to find

copper beech—n. a large tree that can live for several hundred years and grow to a 
height of over 150 feet

D

dense—adj. closely compacted in substance

dew—n. drops of water that form overnight

E
emblem—n. a symbol

entrechats—n. dance-like jumps in which the performer taps his or her feet 
together quickly while in the air

evident—adj. clear or obvious

excerpt—n. a small part of a larger work; for example, one chapter of a novel 
or one paragraph of a newspaper article

exiled—n. away from one’s homeland
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Glossary

U

unaccountable—adj. something that cannot be explained; a person who does not 
take responsibility

V

variation—n. a different approach to a topic

vast—adj. extremely big

veteran—n. a person who has been in the military

villanelle—n. a poetic form with nineteen lines and a set pattern of repeating 
lines and rhyming words

Y

wake—n. a trail of disturbed water or air left by the passage of a ship or 
aircraft
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