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ENGL 200/01 

Introduction to Poetry Writing 

 Fall 2010  

MWF 1 - 1:50 p.m. 

Buckman 204 
 

Texts 

 The Vintage Book of Contemporary American Poetry, edited by J.D. McClatchy, Vintage, 2
nd

 

edition 

 What Narcissism Means to Me, Tony Hoagland, Graywolf Press 

 Pity the Bathtub Its Forced Embrace of the Human Form, Matthea Harvey, Alice James 

Books 

 Sun Under Wood, Robert Hass, Ecco 

 

Overview 
In this workshop we will read, discuss, write, and revise poetry. But what is poetry? What is it about? 

How does it behave? What are its different breeds? And what are the generally held standards of 

excellence?  
 

These are the questions that will guide our class—how to define your own poetry as you write it and how 

to develop our own aesthetic. To do this, we will read a lot of post-war contemporary poetry to ascertain 
its breadth of style and subject, and to see how other writers solved these same problems. You will also 

write a lot of poetry—springing both from your own ideas and from several exercises and formal prompts 

I will give you. And you will present this work to the class, which we will discuss in a workshop format, 

looking at each poem to discern how it works and how well it works—what it’s trying to communicate 
and why it’s communicating it in this specific form. Throughout the semester, we will compile a working 

definition of what makes a successful poem.  

 
Our Typical Week: What we won’t read in this class is a standard practical poetry handbook, outlining 

different techniques. Instead, I will supplement the class with technical info and mini-lectures, leaving us 

more time to concentrate on actual poetry, both from your peers and from other published poets. I will 

tend to insert this craft-technique info on Mondays. Also, Mondays and Wednesdays will generally be 
devoted to reading and critiquing the poetry from the Vintage anthology and the individual collections. 

Fridays will be frequently devoted to workshopping your poetry, with the class divided into four 

workshop groups. (More info on this below.)  

 

Writing Load 
Everyone will write and revise 20 poems this semester. The first 10 of these will be due with your 
Midterm Portfolio, and the full 20 will be due in your Final Portfolio. You will hand in 3 poems per 

workshop. Each poem you submit for discussion must be typed, polished, and complete.  

 

At the beginning of the semester, you will receive a list of exercises and poetic forms. Of your final 20 
poems, 10 of them must be drawn from the list of exercises, and every form must be covered once. When 
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you hand in your Midterm Portfolio, you will also hand in this sheet, indicating which exercises and 

forms you have covered thus far. You will do the same at the end of the semester in your Final Portfolio. 
 

When handing in the two portfolios, you will gather together the original poems with my comments and 

the revised versions and put it all in a two-pocket folder. You will not receive a grade on individual 

poems, just written and verbal feedback. But you will receive a letter grade on both portfolios. The 
portfolios should consist of polished, well-crafted, thoroughly revised poetry. In assessing the merit of the 

portfolios, I will pay special attention to the revisions you have made to poems that originally appeared in 

workshop or which we have discussed in conference.  
 

Workshop Format 
As mentioned above, workshop will occur basically every Friday, with approximately four people up for 
workshop at a time. By the end of the semester everyone should have been up for workshop three times.  

 

Early in the semester you will sign up for a particular workshop group (A-D), and you will workshop 

when that group is indicated on the daily schedule. This means that you will come to class the previous 
Wednesday with your three typed poems, including enough copies for everyone in class. The class will 

read these packets for the following Friday and will come to class ready with comments, both for 

discussion and written on the actual hard copy of the poems.  
 

Workshop Protocol 

This class is not really a lecture. No doubt I will do a lot of talking and you will do a lot of listening but 
the primary goal is to force you to write and to force the rest of the class to discuss that writing in 

sympathetic and constructive ways. Your task as a student is split between writing poems and discussing 

the work of your peers, which means your in-class discussion and commentary are as important as your 

own writing. It will not only help your fellow students—giving them valuable feedback, giving them an 
actual audience, turning a private creation into a public act—it will sharpen your own critical skills. You 

will be able to view your own writing differently after critiquing your peers’ work. 

 
What to say? You should look at your classmates’ writing with an eye toward how it works, as a piece of 

poetry, and you should evaluate how well it works according to some simple conventions of poetry 

writing we will discuss and develop.  

 

Conferences 

Since you will not be able to workshop all of the poetry that you will be writing, we will have at least two 

one-on-one conferences throughout the semester, one before Fall Break and one after. You are 
responsible for scheduling this conference. These will be a brief. We will discuss your other poems and 

your overall progress in the course.  

 

Presentations 

Early in the semester you will pick one of the poets from the Vintage anthology, and on the day that poet 

is up for class discussion, you will begin class with a brief (5-7 minute) presentation of his or her work. 

At the same time, you will also hand in a written analysis of one of the poet’s poems, discussing how it 
works as an individual poem but also how it’s indicative of their overall aesthetic.  

 

Attendance 
You are allowed to miss three classes for any reason. For every missed class after three, your final grade 

for the course will be reduced by one third. I make no distinction between ―excused‖ and ―unexcused‖ 

absences. If you miss more than 6 classes total, you will fail the course. In addition, consistent 
tardiness will be counted as an absence.  
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Quizzes  

We’ll only have quizzes if class discussion lags. If these occur, they’ll be folded in with your participation 
grade.  

 

Grade Breakdown 

Midterm Portfolio—25% 
Final Portfolio—40% 

Presentations—15% (written and oral component)  

Participation (class discussion, workshop, conferences)—20% 
 

How can you make a good grade? Hand in complete, polished poems on time; contribute constructive, 

energetic feedback on your peers’ poems throughout the entire semester; contribute something to class 
discussion at each class meeting; engage in a concentrated revision for every poem in your portfolio, not 

simply fixing spelling or adding a couple of quickly typed lines; and meet the other particular 

requirements for the various exercises and activities along the way.  

 
What is a complete poem? 1) It must have a discernible beginning, middle, and end, (even if the poem 

does not tell a story) or a justifiable absence thereof. 2) it must be about more than what it’s about on the 

surface; it must mean in at least two directions. 3) Its form must be inextricable from its meaning.  
 

A note about grammar: I’m all for aesthetically justifiable rule-bending of standard written English within 

your poetry; I’m all for ―poetic license.‖ However, what I won’t permit is the disregard of grammar/style 
conventions that’s merely the consequence of a) laziness or b) ignorance of proper usage. For example, 

incorrect comma and semi-colon usage will severely affect your grade. So be deliberate and conscious 

and exceedingly precise in your writing. 

 
The two portfolios and the presentation constitute major assignments for this course; as such, if you do 

not complete one of these major assignments, you will fail the entire class.  

 

Late Papers 
Each assignment is due on the day stipulated on the syllabus. Any late assignment will be reduced 1/3 of 

a letter grade for each day that it is delayed (A- to B+, etc.). Any assignment turned in 5 class sessions 

after the original due date will receive a grade of F and can result in failure of the course itself. Also, if 
you don’t hand in your scheduled poems in time for them to be properly workshopped, or if you miss 

your scheduled workshop day, your final portfolio will be reduced 1 letter grade.  

 

Plagiarism 

As per the Honor Code, all work you hand in during the semester must be entirely your own and 

produced exclusively for this class.  
 

Disability Accommodation 

If you need any accommodations related to a disability, please schedule an appointment with Melissa 

Butler McCowen, Coordinator of Disability Services, 843-3994, mbutler@rhodes.edu. 
 

This syllabus and the following daily schedule are subject to change with adequate notice.  
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Tentative Daily Schedule 
 
8/25 Introduction to class 

8/27 Hoagland, What Narcissism Means to 

Me 
  

8/30 Hoagland, What Narcissism Means to 

Me 
9/1 Lowell 

9/3 Lowell 

 
9/6 Labor Day: No class 

9/8 Bishop 

9/10 Workshop A 

 
9/13 Roethke, Berryman 

9/15 Jarrell, Warren 

9/17 Workshop B 
 

9/20 Meredith, Nemerov 

9/22 Moss, Dickey 

9/24 Workshop C 
 

9/27 Levertov, Hugo 

9/29 Kizer, O’Hara 
10/1 Workshop D 

 

10/4 Creeley, Ginsberg 
10/6 Merwin, Ashbery 

10/8 No class; Midterm Portfolio due 

 

10/11 Hass, Sun Under Wood, plus anthology  
10/13 Hass, Sun Under Wood, plus anthology 

10/15 Hass, Sun Under Wood, plus anthology 

 
10/18 Fall Break   

10/20 Workshop A 

10/22 Workshop B 
 

10/25 Wright, Kinnel 

10/27 Levine, Rich 

10/29 Workshop C 
 

11/1 Plath 

11/3 Rich, Strand 
11/5 Workshop D 

 

11/8 Oliver, Simic 

11/10 Harper, Bidart, Pinsky 
11/12 Workshop A 

11/15 Matthews, Gluck 

11/17 Komunyakaa, Dove 

11/19 Workshop B 
 

11/22 Doty, Lee 

11/24 Thanksgiving  
11/26 Thanksgiving   

 

11/29 Harvey, Pity the Bathtub . . . 
12/1 Harvey, Pity the Bathtub . . . 

12/3 Workshop C 

 

12/6  Workshop D 
12/8 Last day of class: TBA 

  

 
12/13 Final portfolio due 

 

All assignments refer to The Vintage Book of 

Contemporary American Poetry, unless 
otherwise indicated.  

 


