
 
 
 
Introduction to Poetry 
 
If you asked six people what a poem is, you’d get six different answers. Poetry is as varied as 
people’s reactions to it, but all poetry has this much in common: it is arranged in relatively short 
line length, and it says a lot in a few words.  
 
Poetry has been around almost longer than any other form of writing. The words that come to 
form poems convey our strongest emotions and our most significant experiences. Poetry is not only 
a powerful reflection of the world around us, but it is both immediate and real. 
 
Poetry is one of the oldest art forms in the world. It seems that as soon as people learned to 
communicate verbally, they wanted to recite or write poems. You’re probably aware that you 
listen to poetry every day in the form of song lyrics. Not all lyrics have poetic qualities, but many 
do. The ones that are most like poetry are probably the ones easiest to memorize.  
 
Poems reflect vivid images of who we are as individuals and of our surroundings. While the images 
may be crystal clear, their true or real significance is often just suggested. It is the reader’s 
responsibility to reflect upon one’s own experiences and life to better understand what the poet is 
trying to create. With each interpretation shared, comes further understanding. As Larry Liffiton 
and John McAllister have pointed out: “…a poem is itself an experience. It must be entered into, 
lived, and made our own.” 
 
A poem must be read frequently to fully appreciate the experience the poet’s words have to offer. 
It can never hurt to read a poem out loud, to hear each word, sound and moment come alive off 
the page. Liffiton and McAllister write: 
 
         There is no formula to understanding poetry. You must simply get involved with it. 
         Talk about poetry. Try writing some poetry. Above all else, find some poems you  
         really like and live with them for a while, for poetry requires its own reflection. 
         Give the poems time to speak to your experience. Listen to the way they speak and 
         Discover what they say about being a live in this world. 
 
The memory of certain poems has sustained people during difficult times. Prisoners of war, when 
released, said they kept their sanity by spending whole days recalling poems they had learned years 
before. Thus, poetry is perhaps more powerful because it is often more personal than other forms 
of literature. 
 
Poetry has a place in our daily society. Ultimately, poetry communicates what the heart wants to 
say, what the society needs to hear. Perhaps this is why the Nobel Prize for Literature is often given 
to poets in countries where the heart has been silenced. 
 
People are often afraid of poetry, finding its language or symbols difficult to understand. Poetry can 
work its magic by helping you hear not only your own heart, but also the world itself and the many 
songs it sings. Simply put, poetry is a shared experience between the poet and the reader. It is a 
communication to make the reader more aware of something or someone the poet assumes to be of 
importance or possesses unusual features or characteristics. 
 



Plan for Reading a Poem 
 
By looking at different parts of a poem each time you read it, you make the task of understanding 
the whole poem much easier.  
 
As with any other type of reading, start by setting a purpose. Your goal is to read and understand 
the poem. Try asking these questions: 
 

 What is the poem about? 

 What’s the mood or feeling of the poem? 

 What meaning can I take from the poem? 
 
Even though many poems are short, a preview is still helpful and should not take long. Look at the 
following things when you preview a poem: 
 

 The title of the poem and name of the poet 

 The structure and shape of the poem on the page 

 Any rhymes 

 Any words and names that are repeated or stand out 

 The first and last lines  
 
If you can, plan to read a poem several times. Knowing that you are going to read a poem a number 
of times means that you don’t have to think of everything all at once. Repeated readings allow you 
to focus on a different aspect each time you read.  
 

 First Reading – Read the poem straight through for enjoyment, Try not to worry 
about understanding everything – just enjoy the experience of reading it. 

 

 Second Reading – Read for meaning. Be on the lookout for clues that will help you 
understand the poem, especially words or phrases that suggest emotion or feeling. Look 
up any words you don’t understand. 

 

 Third Reading – On this read through, pay particular attention to the language of the 
poem. Is there a rhyme scheme (repeated sounds at the ends of lines)?  

 

 Fourth Reading – Now read the poem again for mood (the feeling within the poem) 
and tone (the poet’s attitude toward the subject or toward the reader). What about the 
images and sounds in the poem? How do they contribute to the meaning? As you read, 
how does the poem make you feel? 

 

 Fifth Reading – Finally, put all the pieces together, and read the poem once again for 
enjoyment.  

 
When you read poetry, try to connect the poem to your own life and experience. React to the 
words of the poem, and try to find a way to relate to them. When you connect to a poem, you 
make it more your own. It will be easier to remember and talk about later.  

 

 


