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I Can Write a Snow Poem Too: Three Steps from Watching

Snow to Writing It

Teachers and parents often ask me the same question: children can recite poems,
but can they actually write one? Having guided many children through their first

poems, my answer is yes, and a snow poem is one of the easiest poems to start with,
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because the subject is standing right outside the window and costs nothing to visit.

Step one is to go and look at the snow, but to look with a task. Do not stand at
the window saying how beautiful. Look at three places instead. First the rooftop:
where has the snow landed, is the edge of the snow on the roof neat or ragged, does
the roof look like it is wearing a coat or a hat. Then the branches: is the snow on
them like white flowers, like cotton balls, or like a bird sitting perfectly still.
Finally, let the child catch one snowflake in the palm and watch when it disappears.
These three observations are exactly the three images a snow poem needs: the
snowflake, the rooftop, and the child’s palm. The material of the poem is complete

before a single word is written.

Step two is to let these things talk. The poems we read earlier asked the rooftop
to dream and the snowflake to say do not squeeze. You can ask the child your own
questions: if the rooftop had just put on a new white coat, what would it want to
say? If a snowflake rode the wind like a sled, where would it want to go? Whatever
the child answers is already the poem. Adults often believe children cannot write
poetry, but children are better at imagining than adults; they only do not yet know

that their own sentences are allowed to be poems.

Step three is to read the draft aloud and fix the rhythm by ear. Let the child
read their own lines out loud, and wherever the tongue stumbles, change that spot.
Lines of five to seven syllables are comfortable for young mouths, and endings may
rhyme, but a rhyme should never be forced; if two lines do not rhyme, leave them
free. The one rule that matters is that the child should feel the bounce while

reading. A children’s poem is not written for paper, it is written for a voice.

Here is a real example written by a second grader after these three steps: In the
night the snow tiptoes in, and puts white shoes on the yard. In the morning I step
into them, and leave one little wet mark. When the sun comes out, the shoes go back
to the clouds. This small poem has the snowflake, the yard under the rooftop, and the
marks made by a child walking, and every word of it belongs to the child.

Notice what the poem does not do. It does not say snow is beautiful, it does not
say snow is pure, and it does not try to teach a lesson. It only shows white shoes,
wet marks, and shoes returning to the clouds. This is the whole secret: a good
children’ s snow poem needs only three things, something truly seen, one line of
honest imagination, and a rhythm that reads aloud bouncily. Nothing less will do, and

nothing more should be added.

So please do not rush children toward profound poems. Ask them instead to
describe the edge of the snow on the roof, to give the snowflake one sentence of
speech, and to read the result out loud once. After a child wrote the poem above, she

asked me: can snowflakes really wear shoes? I told her: of course they can, they are
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wearing them right now, inside your poem. That is the moment a child becomes a poet,
and it happens the first time her own image survives a poem instead of being

corrected out of it.

For classrooms, the three steps fit into a single snowy afternoon: twenty minutes
of looking outside, fifteen minutes of speaking sentences aloud in pairs, and ten
minutes of writing. The poems produced this way are short, sometimes only four lines,
and that is fine. A four line poem written by a child’s own eyes is worth more than a
perfect poem borrowed from a book, because the child will defend the first one and

forget the second one by Friday.
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