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Teacher’s Introduction 
 
General Introduction to Reading and Writing about Frost’s Poetry 
Robert Frost is a fantastic poet, often thought to be amongst America’s best. He writes powerfully 
about man and nature, and how our awareness of the natural world can lead us to glimpse some 
of the transcendent things in life as well as, sometimes, the transient and limited realities of our 
human knowledge and condition.  
 
Reading poetry is not about finding a right answer. We read poetry, hopefully, to listen to what 
some deeply thoughtful and perceptive person is telling us both consciously and unconsciously. We 
listen and read to hear a distinctive voice, one that enriches our sense of the world around us – 
giving back and indeed creating some sense of reality. Reading has little meaning unless you make 
these poems, in some sense, your own. These notes are there as signposts and guides, but you 
need to make the journey and complete it in your own way if the dialogue, that is, great poetry is 
to happen. 
 
In that respect, remember that what examiners really want to see is that you have understood 
these poems yourself. They want to feel that you have a general idea of what they are about, a 
precise sense of detail and how language, imagery and form are used and some sense of context. 
Contexts include things like biography, the American Dream, New England Puritanism, Twentieth-
century debates about faith and doubt and our modern sense of how important form and language 
and the response to literary tradition are. They are looking for a feel for the ideas and emotions 
behind the work, and some sense of Frost’s overall preoccupations and background. Remember 
attention to detail, enthusiasm and empathy will carry you a long way. 
 
The trick of understanding and writing a good answer is first and foremost, a detailed grasp of the 
text and its metaphorical and symbolic possibilities. It is very easy to be heavy-handed in criticism 
of Frost since his poems are so often clearly metaphorical in their implications and meanings, but 
exactly what the metaphors suggest is often less clear. He is also a poet who is often more ironic, 
less simply romantic than we might suppose. 
 
It is useful at this point to think about metaphors and symbols a bit, as metaphors are often the 
essence of the poetic experience. A metaphor is an expression of one idea or concept or picture in 
terms of another. The associations that metaphors evoke are often between apparently dissimilar 
or unrelated things. They encourage us to see things in terms of analogies or likenesses or to 
make connections and derive understanding from exploring one thing in terms of another. We 
sense, for example, when reading a poem like ‘Birches’ that there are correspondences between 
the boy climbing the trees and dropping down to earth and aspects of the human condition. We 
can see that the whole poem may be a metaphor for aspiration, determination, youthful energy 
and ambition, or, indeed, a stoical view of life in which ambition is tempered with realism. It is 
often – and rightly – hard to say precisely what these correspondences are without becoming 
clumsily simplistic. Indeed, great writing and good metaphors make us think – they are not strict 
analogies and exact correspondences – they engage our imagination as we play with their 
possibilities; they enlarge our thinking. We see that aspects of life may be like a boy discovering 
and testing his limits climbing a tree, but to deliver categorical statements like – the tree is ‘the 
road to heaven’, the boy ‘innocence’, the dropping down to ground ‘reality’ – sound clumsy and 
reductive compared to the poem which so precisely observes something real and so thoughtfully 
suggests a number of symbolic possibilities. One simple way around crude expressions is to use 
words like ‘suggests’, ‘perhaps’, ‘may’, thereby recognising possibilities without writing 
simplistically; but do not over use this as it may sound as if you have no clear opinion! This does 
not mean you cannot have your own definite view, far from it, but it does help you negotiate the 
subtleties of the texts.  
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One related point is to note how, in Frost’s poems, the metaphors are always grounded in a very 
real, often very vividly and sensuously evoked reality. He manages to write a poem about 
‘Mending Walls’ that is both a very detailed and felt experience of a real farm job (including a 
sense of real effort and work, a key theme in the writing).  At the same time, it deals with the 
metaphorical correspondences that evoke ideas about human relationships, the tensions between 
people and their values, and the will to overcome these limits. You can see the picture he paints in 
‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening’ in such detail – almost to the point where you can 
hear the silence, and feel the snow. At the same time, the gathering darkness has all sorts of 
metaphorical possibilities as a glimpse of seductive temptations, and possibly a desire for release 
and escape even through death.  
 
Please remember again that these notes are only ideas, not gospel! You must do your own wide 
critical reading as I have in compiling these, if you are to get the measure of the man and his 
work. In poems which are often so ambiguous, so subtly suggestive, you may disagree or see 
many other angles at work, but these prompts are designed to help you get some of the key 
thematic possibilities clear. Don’t be afraid to go your own way providing that you support your 
ideas with evidence from the text and a clear overall idea of what the poem is about. 
 
Literary experience, like life is often complex, so remember if there are ambiguities, subtleties, 
confusions in your readings, you are probably doing the text justice! Writers often change their 
views from one poem to another and within a poem there are often debates or dialogues going on 
in which the writer may be having an argument with himself – or the reader – to provoke thought 
rather than deliver simple messages. Frost is almost always subtle and suggestive rather than 
explicit. That may sometimes be frustrating but it is often a strength. Particularly in the modern 
world, writers often tend to present their experience ambiguously or ironically to get us to think 
and to reflect fundamental uncertainties. Remember, too, that it is fashionable in criticism to look 
for discontinuities, ambiguities, things marginalised or left out – shadows, gaps and apparent 
contradictions can often be as illuminating as what is apparently explicit intention. 
 
Above all, read the poems carefully and think about the choice of words and images and symbols 
and tones, and how they all fit together.  Listen to the voice at work here – it is one of the most 
distinctive, probing, teasing and haunting in all poetry. 
 
 
English Resources from ZigZag Education are listed on our website at: 
www.zigzageducation.co.uk. 
 
 
Teachers who are interested in having their resources published can register on the author support 
website at: www.PublishMeNow.co.uk. 
 


