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“Poetry is to prose,” wrote the French poet Paul Valéry, “as dancing is to walking.”  Just as you 

savor a dancer’s movements in and of themselves, you appreciate a poet’s words, even after the 

message is imparted.   The value of a poem, in Valéry’s words, “lies in the indissolubility of its 

sound and meaning.”  Over the past month and a half, Ms. Kofman has been helping her third 

graders to discover this value.  

How does one learn to appreciate poetry?  One method Ms. Kofman uses is simply to expose her 

students to great poetry. “We’ve listened to poems by Shakespeare”—such as Sonnet 18, “Shall I 

compare thee to a summer’s day,”—and Langston Hughes,” Julian explained, and “Shel 

Silverstein,” Mathew F. said.   

Sometimes the students’ listening sessions were accompanied by images. Theo informed me that 

to the rhythm of Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Swing, they watched a video of not one, but two 

cows going up in a swing, up in the air so blue.  At other times, Ms. Kofman worked to develop 

her students’ own powers of visualization.  Nya explained, “she asked us to close our eyes and 

then she would read a poem and we had to imagine it.”   When listening to work of the great 

Japanese poet Basho, Nya said, I envisioned “a silent pond and a frog jumped into a pond and 

silence again.” 

Hand in hand with listening to poetry, the class has been learning to use various forms of poetic 

language—personification, alliteration, onomatopoeia—and to write poems in a wide range of 

styles, such as cinquains, concrete poems, free verse, and diamantes.  Julian, for example, 

employed personification to write a poem that begins with these lines: “I am a winding stream / 

But I wish to be a river, / That is my lifelong dream.”  Elijah personified the sunset: “I am 

graceful and I show off my dress of soft colors./ With a final wink I am gone and shadows spring 

into life.”  

For a touch of fun, Ms. Kofman had the class write limericks.  Julia, for example, wrote about a 

cockatoo, named Little Mary Lou, who lived in Peru.    

Part of the appeal of studying poems is, yes, their brevity; “It’s short,” Nya said; “you won’t get 

stuck in the middle.”  Or as Mathew F. sees it, whereas prose has a starting point, poems merely 

have “the body and the end.”  Whether or not a poem lacks a beginning or is missing its middle, 

a poem often does strike you all at once. This is especially true of Haiku, which is more like a 

painting than a dance; witness Horatio’s “Winter’s frosty wind / rustles the leaves of the trees. / 

Snow falls on the ground.” 

Mathew F. said that he likes the writing process because “it’s kind of a time where you can be 

independent and express yourself.” The students also relish the challenge. The poet Valéry tells 

us that “all precious things that are found in the earth…would be nothing without the human 



effort which extracts them from the vast darkness where they slept.”  The process of 

understanding a poem is no exception; “sometimes you have to try to figure it out,” said Nya, 

and this is part of the reward: one never tires of a great poem since each re-reading brings new 

insights.  Ms. Kofman, in helping her third graders extract the value of poetry, has started them 

on a lifelong journey of discovery.  
 


