Dear Angie,

   I'm at home, snowed in today, so I'll take time to answer your query about promoting Emily Dickenson poetry to high school sophomores. At the beginning of my teaching career many long years ago I faced the same problem. I found the eccentricities of her life story were of interest to my students. More than that, I approached her poetry from a "poetry ladder" strategy suggested to me by inference in an article in the English Journal by Paul Deidrich of the Educational Testing Service way back then. His article was about an AP test question that used her poem "I never lost as much but twice." The responses of sophisticated high school and college student writers to the test prompt to explain the imagery in the poem brought widely varying and usually mistaken responses (a concept we don't hear today in connection with poetry interpretation, I suppose—but I wrote then and defend now a selection on the rules of literary interpretation based or motivated initially on exploring the meaning of this very poem). When I deal exclusively with E Dickenson's poetry, I use poems beyond the ones included in our literature anthology, climaxing the sequence with the above mentioned poem, "I never lost as much but twice." I use at the lower rung of the poetry ladder the poem "A bird came down the walk." I follow this by "A Narrow Fellow in the grass," and perhaps you get the idea of moving from simple and concrete poems to those which are more complex and abstract. It is quite fun, in a class with an open, friendly atmosphere where students are allowed to make and enjoy mistakes (I sometimes give them bonus points for unusually good mistakes), to hear both reasonably correct interpretations and sometimes wildly mistaken ones. Beyond E Dickenson, I have assembled quite a sequence of poems in my "Poetry Interpretation Ladder" which starts with the almost obvious and proceeds to and beyond the Johari Window. I frequently have the students respond to my "study guide questions" in writing for each poem, frequently before we discuss it, so we can explore the range of insight students bring to their poetry reading rather than stifle it by any official interpretation from me.

Jerome Smith snowed in from Detroit
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>Anyone out there have ideas on how to engage American Lit. sophomores 

>when covering Emily Dickenson? I'm desperate for new ideas! Thanks!
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