
Introduction to Poetry 
- Billy Collins 

 

 

I ask them to take a poem 

and hold it up to the light 

like a color slide 

 

or press an ear against its hive. 

 

I say drop a mouse into a poem 

and watch him probe his way out, 

 

or walk inside the poem's room 

and feel the walls for a light switch. 

 

I want them to waterski 

across the surface of a poem 

waving at the author's name on the shore. 

 

But all they want to do 

is tie the poem to a chair with rope 

and torture a confession out of it. 

 

They begin beating it with a hose 

to find out what it really means. 

Billy Collins (born William James Collins; 

March 22, 1941) is an American poet. He 

is a Distinguished Professor at Lehman 

College of the City University of New 

York.  He is currently a teacher. Collins 

instituted the program Poetry 180 for high 

schools. Collins chose 180 poems for the 

program and the accompanying book, 

Poetry 180: A Turning Back to Poetry—

one for each day of the school year. 

Collins edited a second anthology, 180 

More Extraordinary Poems for Every Day 

to refresh the supply of available poems. 

The program is online, and poems are 

available there for no charge.	  



Love the Look of Words 
- Maya Angelou 

 

 

Popcorn leaps, popping from the floor 

of a hot black skillet 

and into my mouth.  

Black words leap, 

snapping from the white 

page.  Rushing into my eyes.  Sliding 

into my brain which gobbles them 

the way my tongue and teeth 

chomp the buttered popcorn. 

 

When I have stopped reading, 

ideas from the words stay stuck 

in my mind, like the sweet 

smell of butter perfuming my 

fingers long after the popcorn 

is finished. 

 

I love the book and the look of words 

the weight of ideas that popped into my mind. 

I love the tracks 

of new thinking in my mind.

Maya Angelou (born Marguerite Ann 

Johnson; April 4, 1928) is an American 

author and poet. She has received 

dozens of awards and over thirty 

honorary doctoral degrees. She is 

respected as a spokesperson of Black 

people and women, and her works have 

been considered a defense of Black 

culture. She was active in the Civil Rights 

movement, and worked with Martin 

Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X. Although 

attempts have been made to ban her 

books from some US libraries, her works 

are widely used in schools and 

universities worldwide.	  



Dreams 
- Langston Hughes 

 

 

Hold fast to dreams 

For if dreams die 

Life is a broken-winged bird 

That cannot fly. 

Hold fast to dreams 

For when dreams go 

Life is a barren field 

Frozen with snow. 

James Mercer Langston Hughes 

(February 1, 1902 – May 22, 1967) was 

an American poet, social activist, 

novelist, playwright, and columnist. He 

was one of the earliest innovators of the 

then-new literary art form called jazz 

poetry. Hughes is best known as a leader 

of the Harlem Renaissance. Hughes and 

his fellows tried to depict the "low-life" in 

their art, that is, the real lives of blacks 

suffering from poverty and the like. He 

stressed the theme of "black is beautiful".	  


