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Line-by-Line Review of the Recitation Poem ’To You on
the Podium’

First an assumed fourteen—line model poem, To You on the Podium, then a stanza-—

by—stanza review, and finally how to stage it for a whole class.

Stanza one: You stand on the podium, voice not loud, yet the whole room falls
still. The chalk walks across the blackboard, stroke by stroke, joining yesterday to
today. Review: this stanza holds only the podium and the chalk. Saying the chalk
walks across the board turns writing into walking — children get it at once, and it
reads well. The contrast between voice not loud and the room falling still sets up

the teacher’ s presence without a single adjective.

Stanza two: The blackboard goes dark then white, white then dark — a whole
semester turns just like that. Your hair — has one strand, for our sake, quietly
turned gray? Review: dark then white, white then dark — repetition carries the sense

of time passing; this is how you use the blackboard alive. Quietly turned gray
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charges the gray hair to the students’ account; ending the stanza with a question

asks the reciter to slow down.

Stanza three: Late at night, the office light is still on, like a star that
refuses to sleep. Under the lamp, the red pen correcting homework draws circles,
ticks, and writes: take it slow, try again. Review: the late—night lamplight is the
third image; a star that refuses to sleep turns the lamp into a person. Take it slow,
try again is the teacher’s own comment on homework — placed in the poem it rings

truer than any praise. These lines are long, so give them to solo readers.

Stanza four: The chalk is short, the podium is small, the lamplight is soft. You
gave us very small things — for very many years. Review: short, small, soft lined up
together — this is the strongest part for unison. The last line never shouts thanks;
it simply says for very many years, and the time itself is the gratitude. The poem

runs about fourteen lines, all three images present, the patterns complete.

Rehearsal notes: recite stanzas one and four in unison; for stanzas two and
three, two students each, two lines apiece. At the unison part the chalk is short,
the podium is small, add one gesture: open palms. Solo readers copy the poem into
their own notebooks beforehand — copying once tells you where to pause. When the
teacher hears the question about hair turning gray, she usually freezes for a moment;

those are the ten seconds this poem succeeds most.
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