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HOW TO TEACH A POEM 
Poetry Instruction in a Hillsdale Classical School 

 
 
1. Consult the Hillsdale Poetry Packet for the given grade level. 

 Each Poetry Packet contains a collection of the poems Hillsdale College believes students 
should hear and think about at each grade level. The Poetry Packet is for teacher use only, not 
for students. 

 Teachers may introduce the poems in whichever order they choose. 
 Bold titles indicate poems Hillsdale College recommends students learn and recite by heart. 
 Teach approximately one poem per week. 

 
2. Read the poem aloud to yourself as part of lesson preparation. 

 Listen carefully and imagine the poem. 
 Rest with it, without trying to analyze it. 
 Then ask yourself these questions, in this order. 

1. What do I see? What is literally depicted or happening?  
2. How does the thought of the narrator proceed from beginning to end? 
3. How does the poem move in time and in physical space? 
4. Who is speaking? 
5. With which of the listener’s physical senses does the poem engage? 
6. What is the rhyme or meter or the poem? 
7. What questions is the poem trying to answer? What is it saying? 

 Read the poem aloud to yourself again. 
 

3. Teach each poem in literature class. 
 Days 1 and 2 | 5 minutes 

o Read the poem aloud to the students. 
o Ask, “What do you notice in the poem?” 

 Days 3 and 4 | 5-10 minutes or more, if needed 
o For grades K-2:  

 Read the poem aloud to the students. 
o For grades 3+:  

 Project the text of the poem. 
 Read the poem aloud together as a class.  

o Ask, “What new things do you notice in the poem?” 
o Ask, “What do you think is happening in the poem?”  
o Ask, “What do you think the poem is saying?” 
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4. Have students learn specific poems by heart. (Hillsdale’s recommendations are in Bold) 

 Always have students learning something by heart. That is, when one poem is known by heart 
and recited, have them begin to learn another. 

 Students will learn at minimum one poem by heart per month. 
 Steps for teaching students to know a poem by heart: 

1. Begin each class by reciting the poem line-by-line and having students repeat after 
you, adding lines each day until the poem is complete. 

2. At this point, begin each subsequent class by reciting the poem aloud and allowing 
students to join in with you. 

3. Once you determine most students are ready to recite it individually, on their own, 
set a date, and distribute printed copies of the poem for those who need more practice 
at home. 

 Provide ongoing coaching and encouragement on public speaking. 
 

5. Hold poetry recitations. 
 Each student stands at the front of the class by him or herself and recites the poem 

individually.  
 Teachers should grade recitations, with minor deductions for honest mistakes and significant 

deductions for what is clearly a lack of preparation. 
 Scheduling: 

o Option A: Set aside one or two literature periods to conduct all recitations.   
o Option B: Over the course of a week, set aside the first 10-15 minutes of each class to 

have 5-6 students recite the poem. 
 For students with IEPs, 504s, or who otherwise struggle with public speaking, continue to 

encourage and coach them. If the struggle is serious enough, the student may write-out from 
memory the poem or recite it privately to the teacher. But the goal should be to have the 
student reciting aloud in the front of the classroom by the end of the year. 

 
 


