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Three Traps in Cooking Poems: Don’ t Mistake Feelings for

Images

Ask upper-primary children to write a poem about ’the first time I cooked,’ and
the poems that come back often look identical. The problems cluster in three places,

and each can be fixed by comparison.

Trap one: treating feelings as images. The most common version goes: The first
time I cooked, I was so happy, and so nervous, and so unforgettable. Four lines of
feeling—words, with not one visible thing. The fix: replace ’nervous’ with what the
hands are doing. Suppose it becomes ’The egg cracked on the bowl’ s edge, I couldn’ t
pry it open, egg white in the seams of my nails’ —the nervousness stands up by
itself. 'Little Hands at the Stove’ never writes a feeling; tiptoeing, the egg, and

the steam write all of it.

Trap two: lines stretched too long. Some poems cram fifteen words into one line:
"With mom’s help I carefully put the washed tomato into the boiling hot oil pan.’
That isn’t a poem; it’s prose with one cut through it. The fix: one action per line,
split the long sentence. The line above becomes: The tomato went in, / the oil jumped

up, / I pulled back. Three short lines, and the rhythm arrives. Break the line
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wherever you breathe when reading aloud.

Trap three: three stanzas saying the same thing. Some children write about
cracking an egg in all three stanzas—once in stanza one, again in stanza two, still
cracking in stanza three, just with different words. Stanzas must change the camera.
Compare the original poem: stanza one is the whole body (tiptoeing), stanza two is
the hands (the egg), stanza three is the whole kitchen (the steam). The camera goes
big, small, then room—wide—one new thing per stanza. The check is simple: line up
the first line of each stanza by itself; if the same object appears twice in those

three lines, rewrite one stanza.

The three traps add up to one sentence: a poem must be visible. After the fixes,
read it aloud once more; when it flows and the images stand firm, the poem stands.

Ruining a draft is no shame—revising poems builds more skill than writing them.
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