Commenting Upon a Poem, a Story, a Song, a Picture
Below are some suggested approaches for responding to a poem, a story, a song, a picture, or any text.  Working your way through these approaches will yield a greater understanding of any piece of art.  
1. What’s going on in the piece?  Just on the surface, what is the subject matter, what is being said, what does the piece mean?  Sometimes this can be one of the most challenging parts of understanding a text; even simple texts engender multiple interpretations.  Only once you have a handle on this should you begin digging for any deeper meaning.

2. What word/phrase/passage/image struck you as interesting or provocative in some way?  Why?  

3. What is your general sense of the piece as a whole?  Do you like it or dislike it?  What is it about the piece that grabs you, or pushes you away?  Can you appreciate it on some level, even if it’s not your kinda thing?  Can you make a value judgment – is it good, according to your standards?  Why or why not?  

4. What can you relate this piece to, in part or in its entirety?  Think of other literature you’ve encountered, other songs, films, works of art.  Think about your life experiences, your relationships, your own ups and downs.  Connecting to something outside the immediate text is a powerful way to discuss any work.  

5. What do you know about the artist who created the piece?  Or, what do you know about the form this text takes – how familiar are you with this type of work?  How does this affect your perception of the work?  
6. What is the structure of the piece?  Is it formal, conversational, highly metaphorical or straight-forward and literal?  Why do you think the artist presented this work in this way?  

7. What is the tone of the piece?  Is it lighthearted and cheery or somber and dark?  Is it sarcastic, angry, strident, pedantic?  How do you know this – what can you point to that gives you the sense of tone you notice? 
Even with seemingly simple pieces, it generally takes at least two readings – this is especially true of poetry – to really get a sense of it.  It is a good idea to annotate as you work through a piece; if the text is projected on a screen, annotations take the form of brief notes referencing specific portions or aspects of the text that you notice.  

Try to respond to each work as honestly as you can.  Don’t be intimidated into thinking you must admire or appreciate a work just because it is presented to you in an academic setting, but don’t dismiss it out of hand because it appears too simple or too difficult either.  Push yourself to be as thoughtful as you can – your brain will thank you and your spirit will rise.  
