
Poetry Study Guide 

This is a generic Poetry Study Guide that can be used across grade levels (middle school 

through AP Literature) to support close reading, analysis, and writing about poetry. It’s 

organized into clear sections and can easily be adapted for classroom, group, or independent 

study use. 

I. Understanding Poetry 

Definition: 

Poetry is a form of literature that uses rhythm, sound, and vivid language to express ideas, 

emotions, and experiences in a condensed form. 

Purpose of Poetry: 

• To evoke emotion 

• To explore human experience 

• To create imagery through language 

• To convey meaning through rhythm and structure 

 

II. Key Elements of Poetry 

Element Definition Example / Notes 

Speaker 
The voice or persona narrating the poem 

(not always the poet). 

Example: A child, lover, or an 

observer. 

Tone The poet’s attitude toward the subject. e.g., joyful, ironic, mournful. 

Mood The emotional atmosphere for the reader. e.g., nostalgic, tense, hopeful. 

Diction 
The poet’s word choice that conveys 

meaning and tone. 
Formal, colloquial, abstract, etc. 

Imagery 
Language that appeals to the senses (sight, 

sound, touch, taste, smell). 

“The scent of lilacs drifted 

through the open window.” 

Sound Devices 
Alliteration, assonance, consonance, 

rhyme, onomatopoeia, rhythm. 

“The fair breeze blew, the white 

foam flew.” 

Figurative 

Language 

Simile, metaphor, personification, 

hyperbole, symbolism. 

“Hope is the thing with 

feathers.” — Dickinson 

Structure/Form 
The organization of lines, stanzas, and 

rhyme schemes. 

Sonnet, haiku, free verse, ode, 

etc. 

Theme The central idea or message of the poem. e.g., love, loss, time, identity. 

 

III. Common Poetic Forms 



Form Description Example 

Sonnet 
14-line poem, often about love or reflection, with a 

strict rhyme scheme. 
Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18 

Haiku 
3-line poem (5-7-5 syllables) focusing on nature and 

simplicity. 
Matsuo Bashō’s “Old Pond” 

Free 

Verse 
Poetry without regular rhyme or rhythm. 

Walt Whitman’s Leaves of 

Grass 

Ballad 
Narrative poem with rhythm and repetition, often 

sung. 

“The Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner” 

Ode Formal, often lyrical poem praising a subject. 
“Ode to a Nightingale” by 

Keats 

Elegy Poem of mourning or reflection. “Lycidas” by Milton 

Epic Long narrative poem about heroes or mythic deeds. The Odyssey by Homer 

 

IV. Steps for Analyzing a Poem 

1. Read the poem aloud – Pay attention to rhythm and sound. 

2. Identify the speaker and situation – Who is speaking? What is happening? 

3. Paraphrase the poem – Restate it in your own words. 

4. Note imagery and figurative language – What pictures and comparisons stand out? 

5. Analyze the tone and mood – What emotions does the poem convey? 

6. Examine structure and form – How do line breaks, stanzas, or rhyme shape meaning? 

7. Interpret the theme – What is the poet’s message or insight? 

8. Connect to context – When and why was the poem written? 

9. Evaluate personal impact – How does the poem make you feel or think? 

 

V. Vocabulary for Poetry Analysis 

• Allusion – Reference to a historical, literary, or cultural figure/event. 

• Caesura – A pause in the middle of a line. 

• Enjambment – Continuation of a sentence beyond a line break. 

• Meter – The rhythm of stressed and unstressed syllables (iambic pentameter, etc.). 

• Rhyme Scheme – Pattern of rhymes (ABAB, AABB, etc.). 

• Volta – A “turn” or shift in a poem, especially in sonnets. 

• Connotation / Denotation – Emotional vs. literal meaning of words. 

 

VI. Writing About Poetry 

When writing an analysis essay: 



1. Introduction 

o Title, poet, and publication context. 

o Brief summary or context of the poem. 

o Thesis statement (main interpretation). 

2. Body Paragraphs 

o Analyze specific elements (tone, imagery, diction, etc.). 

o Use textual evidence (quotes) to support claims. 

o Explain how each device contributes to the theme. 

3. Conclusion 

o Restate the central meaning. 

o Reflect on broader implications or modern connections. 

 

VII. Sample Analysis Framework 

Question Example Response 

What is the poem about (literal meaning)? 
It describes a bird’s flight as a metaphor for 

freedom. 

What poetic devices are used? 
Extended metaphor, alliteration, and imagery of 

the sky. 

How do form and structure contribute to 

meaning? 

Short, clipped lines mimic the bird’s quick 

movements. 

What is the theme or message? Freedom requires courage and self-awareness. 

 

VIII. Practice Activities 

1. Close Reading – Annotate a poem for imagery, tone, and structure. 

2. Compare and Contrast – Analyze two poems on the same theme (e.g., nature or love). 

3. Imitation Exercise – Write a poem mimicking the style of a studied poet. 

4. Performance – Read or perform a poem, focusing on rhythm and emotion. 

5. Poetry Journal – Reflect on how poems connect to personal or current issues. 

 

IX. Recommended Poets for Study 

• British: William Wordsworth, Percy Shelley, John Keats, Robert Browning, W.B. Yeats, 

T.S. Eliot, Seamus Heaney 

• American: Walt Whitman, Emily Dickinson, Langston Hughes, Robert Frost, Sylvia 

Plath, Maya Angelou, Gwendolyn Brooks 

• World Poets: Pablo Neruda, Rumi, Rabindranath Tagore, Gabriela Mistral, Li Bai, 

Derek Walcott 



 


