How to Read a Poem

Read syntactically—not line by line. Pause only when the author tells you to through punctuation.

     Read it once for a general feeling.

Read it a second time to analyze it using TPCASST.

Read it a third time to synthesize meaning and analysis.

Title

Paraphrase
Connotation
Attitude/tone
Syntax
Structure
Theme/tone

1. What does the TITLE say to you? Is it a preview for the poem? Are there any epigraphs?

2. PARAPHRASE each sentence or stanza so you understand what the author is talking about.

3. Do certain words have a CONNOTATIVE meaning? What are they? Why are they used?

4. What is the author’s ATTITUDE or point of view toward their subject? What TONE does this create?

5. What is the SYNTAX like? Long sentences? Short? How often does the punctuation cause you to pause? Where? Why?

6. What is the STRUCTURE of the poem? How many stanzas are there? Is it free verse or a structured form?

7. What is the deeper meaning, the controlling idea; the THEME of the poem? 

8. How does the TONE help create this THEME?

	 “I Hear America Singing” by Walt Whitman

I HEAR America singing, the varied carols I hear;
	 

	Those of mechanics—each one singing his, as it should be, blithe and strong;
	 

	The carpenter singing his, as he measures his plank or beam,
	 

	The mason singing his, as he makes ready for work, or leaves off work;
	 

	The boatman singing what belongs to him in his boat—the deckhand singing on the steamboat deck;
	        5

	The shoemaker singing as he sits on his bench—the hatter singing as he stands;
	 

	The wood-cutter’s song—the ploughboy’s, on his way in the morning, or at the noon intermission, or at sundown;
	 

	The delicious singing of the mother—or of the young wife at work—or of the girl sewing or washing—Each singing what belongs to her, and to none else;
	10 

	The day what belongs to the day—At night, the party of young fellows, robust, friendly,
	 

	Singing, with open mouths, their strong melodious songs.
	


A. To write a thematic sentence (THEME is always a complete sentence), first make a list of topics in the poem. Then use those words to create a sentence. In the poem, “I Hear America Singing”, some topics include:

work, struggle, praise, joy, admiration, America, inspiration, strength, song, hearing, sound, belonging, et cetera. 
A possible thematic sentence is: The strength of America is found in the inspiration of the working class.

B. To write a topic sentence of literary analysis, use the following formula.

  adj.  lit. term
   adj.  lit. term

     ^ ________ VERB ^    _______

e.g.: The repetitive diction CREATES an admiring tone.
                   ^                                         ^
	  


A. To write a thematic sentence (THEME is always a complete sentence), first make a list of topics in the poem. Then use those words to create a sentence. 

Topics/Ideas 

Thematic Sentence:

B. To write a topic sentence of literary analysis, use the following formula.

  adj.  lit. term
   adj.  lit. term

     ^ ________ VERB ^    _______

Topic Sentence 

____________  ____________  ____________  ____________  ____________  

adjective

  lit. term
     verb
    adjective    
lit. term
“Cartoon Physics, Part 1” by Nick Flynn

Children under, say, ten, shouldn't know 

that the universe is ever-expanding,   

inexorably pushing into the vacuum, galaxies 


swallowed by galaxies, whole 

solar systems collapsing, all of it 

acted out in silence. At ten we are still learning 

the rules of cartoon animation, 

that if a man draws a door on a rock 

only he can pass through it.   

Anyone else who tries 

will crash into the rock. Ten-year-olds 

should stick with burning houses, car wrecks,   

ships going down—earthbound, tangible 

disasters, arenas 

where they can be heroes. You can run 

back into a burning house, sinking ships 

have lifeboats, the trucks will come 

with their ladders, if you jump 

you will be saved. A child 

places her hand on the roof of a schoolbus,   

& drives across a city of sand. She knows 

the exact spot it will skid, at which point 

the bridge will give, who will swim to safety 

& who will be pulled under by sharks. She will learn 

that if a man runs off the edge of a cliff 

he will not fall 

until he notices his mistake.

