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Instructions for Poems 
 
General Guidelines 
You will write five finished poems.  These will be typed in a single, continuous document.  Each 
poem will be titled with it’s correct number (1-5, see below) as well as any title you’d like to 
apply to that poem.  
 
Because this is your major writing for this unit, I’m establishing some basic guidelines for all of the 
poems. 

1. No haiku or “shape” poems. 
2. No poems shorter than fifteen lines (except for Poem #2 and the form poem, depending 

on what form you choose). 
3. Most lines should be longer than five words. 
4. You may NOT re-use or revise poems you used for the “short assignments” unit. 

 
Poem One: Free choice (you decide what you want to do)  
In this poem, you have all the freedom you want.  All I ask is that you use poetic tools of sound 
OR meaning.  Remember that free verse isn’t really free, if it’s good.  Try some awesome 
alliteration or make time for rhyme or build a poem like a walled city around a metaphor or a 
simile you enjoy. You might even try to write song lyrics, a found poem, a rap—whatever moves 
YOU. 
 
Poem Two: Write a short poem for Iowa City’s Poetry in Public.  
It can be anything you like, it just has to be seven lines or shorter. The successful, chosen poems 
usually reflect something concrete about how we live our lives. 
 
Poem Three: Write a Poem that relies on concrete images and avoid clichés. 
In Adios, Nirvana, Wesselhoeft’s narrator says it’s a bad idea to start a poem with a big concept 
like love or anarchy.  And, he adds, it’s a bad idea to use clichés.  Instead, he says, start with 
simple, concrete images like a girl on a bus or a moon rising and “tilt those images at your own 
angle.”  For this poem, follow his advice.  Build a poem of concrete images.  
 
Poem Four: An Imitation Poem 
Choose only ONE of the following options for your imitation poem. 
 

OPTION A: For this poem, choose one of your mentor texts.  Write a poem in imitation of that poem.  Make sure 
to include the original next to it.  I suggest inserting a table to make this happen—See a sample of this below.  
 
OPTION B: For this poem, read 4-5 poems by a contemporary poet of your choice (so not Walt Whitman or 
Keats or Shakespeare). You can use the American Academy of Poets or Journals links on the blog, Mrs. B’s 
collections or collections from the LMC if you need help finding a poet.  At the top of the page write the title of 
each poem you read and then 3-4 things you observed about that poet’s style (stuff all the poems have in 
common) and then write a poem that uses that same style. 

 
Poem Five: Use Form 
We write and read free verse so much that we tend to forget how poetry used to be.  Before the 
1900’s, poetry always had pattern.  Always.  In fact, there was no poetry without form of some 
kind.  Form came from a variety of places: meter (rhythm), rhyme, structure, etc.  For this poem, 
choose ONE of the forms from the Poetry Form Sheet (below), and write a poem in that style, 
following its rules.  Make sure to title the poem with the form you’ve chosen.  NOTE: rhythm is not 
optional in a sonnet; if you don’t want to write in iambic pentameter, pick a different form.
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Imitation Poem Instructions & Sample 
If you choose option A for Poem 4, this is what it would look like. 
ORIGINAL IMITATION 
What They Wanted 
By Victor Bausch 
 
Was my soul, my body, my mind. 
Instead what they got 
Was a declaration 
To wage war on the war. 
 
In the Nam,   
during my relationship 
Between the manipulated 
 And the manipulator, 
 I was nothing more  
Than U.S. Grade A American meat 
 Used for some bureaucrat's political gain. 
 
Now over thirty years later 
In this war of no fronts, 
 An MIA in my own country,   
I sleep lightly,   
Keep a knife nearby on the night stand, 
 Continue to go on night patrols   
Look for an alternative revenge. 

What I Wanted 
By Ali Borger 
 
Were my dreams, my futures, my possibilities 
Instead, what I got 
Was a decree 
Of love and belonging on paper 
 
In the Courthouse 
During my relationship 
With adoption agencies  
And birthparents 
I was nothing more 
Than one of thousands 
Used as a poster family for multiculturalism 
 
Now over four years later 
In this university town full of racism, 
An anomaly in my ordinariness, 
I sleep hardly at all 
Keep photographs and toys everywhere 
Continue to check on sleeping babies 
Who have no idea (yet) where they sleep. 
 

 
Notice that the IMITATION is built on a careful reading of the original—and that’s 
critical to success:  
 

• You’ll also notice that the sentence structure matches.  The nouns are matched 
to nouns, verbs to verbs, adjectives to adjectives.  It is a true “imitation.” 
 

• The original discusses what society wanted of the speaker when he was fighting in 
the Vietnam war.  He realized he was not important to the big-war machine at 
all, in fact he was expendable, and plotted a revenge of some kind. 
 
In the imitation, the speaker discusses what society expected of her when she 
underwent infertility diagnosis and then adopted children.  She realized that while 
she and her children are expendable to the system, her best revenge is a fully 
lived life that cherishes her children, no matter what the system says. 
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Poetry Form Sheet 
Sonnet 
• Fourteen lines 
• Iambic pentameter (ten syllables per line, begin with unstressed and 

alternate for every syllable after) 
• Uses rhyme scheme (please use ABAB CDCD EFEF GG) 
• Contains a “volta” or turn at a key point in the poem (for this poem, the turn 

should happen just before the final couplet) 
• For example: 

 

Let me not to the marriage of true minds  
Admit impediments. Love is not love  
Which alters when it alteration finds,  
Or bends with the remover to remove:  
O no! it is an ever-fixed mark   
That looks on tempests and is never shaken;  
It is the star to every wandering bark,  
Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken.  
Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks   
Within his bending sickle's compass come:   
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,   
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.     
If this be error and upon me proved,     
I never writ, nor no man ever loved. 

 
 
Chiasm (twenty five line minimum) 

• Narrative poem (tells a story) 
• Ideas appear in a symmetrical pattern.  “For example, suppose that the 

first topic in a text is labeled by A, the second topic is labeled by B, and 
the third topic is labeled by C. If the topics in the text appear in the order 
ABC…CBA so that the first concept that comes up is also the last, the 
second is the second-to-last, and so on” (Wikipedia). 

• The idea in the middle is the most important one, the one that impacts or 
changes how the reverse items happen in the rest of the poem/story. 

• For example: 
There was a young boy whose life with his relatives was miserable (A) 
One day he discovered he was a wizard (B) 
He went off to school (C) 
Fought battles, won hearts, learned magic (D) 
Until it was time to go home from school (C) 
Where he used his wizard identity (B) 
And made his life with his relatives less miserable (A) 
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Acrostic (twenty five line minimum) 
• Choose a word or phrase with at least twenty-five letters. 
• Write a line of poetry for each of the twenty-five letters in your word or 

phrase. 
• The poem itself should be directly related to the word or phrase you’ve 

chosen. 
• Title the poem with the word or phrase you chose. 
• For example: 

Love 
Laughing with my family 
(Over nothing at all it seems) 
Very happy eating and talking 
Each person part of the circle of us. 

 
 
 

Villanelle  
• Written in pentameter or alternating trimeter/tetrameter (you do the work 

on that if you choose this form) 
• Contains both rhyme and refrain.  Rhyme indicated by small letters, 

refrains indicated by capital letters: 
 

o For example: 
Refrain 1 (A1) 
Line 2 (b) 
Refrain 2 (A2) 
 
Line 4 (a) 
Line 5 (b) 
Refrain 1 (A1) 
 
Line 7 (a) 
Line 8 (b) 
Refrain 2 (A2) 
 
Line 10 (a) 
Line 11 (b) 
Refrain 1 (A1) 
 
Line 13 (a) 
Line 14 (b) 
Refrain 2 (A2) 
 
Line 16 (a) 
Line 17 (b) 
Refrain 1 (A1) 
Refrain 2 (A2) 

 

Do not go gentle into that good night, 
Old age should burn and rave at close of day; 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 
 
Though wise men at their end know dark is right, 
Because their words had forked no lightning they 
Do not go gentle into that good night. 
 
Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright 
Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay, 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 
 
Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight, 
And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way, 
Do not go gentle into that good night. 
 
Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight 
Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay, 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 
 
And you, my father, there on that sad height, 
Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray. 
Do not go gentle into that good night. 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 


