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BEFORE YOU WRITE 
Poetry cannot be created out of a vacuum.  Read the work of others, listen to 

performances, learn the difference between the universal and the generic, and 

most important—Get A Life! Do Things!  

 

Spend a lot of time reading and re-reading, writing and re-writing. Always try to 

keep one finger on the pulse of contemporary poetry, as much to know what isn’t 

working as what is. Stay true to yourself and your vision. Use your words to lure 

others into your experiences. 

 

Read as much poetry as you can. Go to poetry readings, read books and 

collections of verse.  Eat poetry for breakfast, cultivate a love of language, then 

write!  You can’t do anything new until you know what’s already been done.  For 

every hour you spend writing, spend five hours reading other writers. 

 

Poetry should be well crafted, make no mistake about that. Too many poets 

today, however, are either accomplished technical writers or very emotional 

writers. Write poetry that appeals to the emotions as well as the intellect.  Always 

pay attention to the work of other writers and learn what you can from it.   

 

Rhythm is the music of the soul and sets the pace of a poem.  A clever 

arrangement of words means very little if they have no sense of stop and go.  If 

you’re not sure about the rhythm of a poem, reading it aloud a few times will 

quickly tell you which words don’t belong or should be changed.  My advice is 

rewrite, rewrite, rewrite until you love every word and phrase “as is.” 

 



Let your own unique voice be heard. Remember, express your heart, live your 

soul, and celebrate life.  Write from the heart, but don’t forget your readers.  You 

must work to find the exact words that mirror your feelings, so the reader can 

share your feelings. 

 

Don’t be afraid to try.  Read a variety of poetry and find your own voice.  Write 

about reality, your own experience, and what moves you.  Write from your heart 

as well as your head.  Anyone can write a poem who can freely express intense 

feelings about their experiences. 

 

Good poetry is eye-opening; it investigates the unfamiliar or reveals the 

spectacular in the ordinary.  Good poetry does more than simply express the 

poet’s feelings; it provides both insight and unexpected beauty. 

 

Write as if your life depends on it … because it does.  Care more (much more) 

about writing than publication.  If you’re good enough, you’ll be published. 

 

THE WRITING PERIOD 
 

Be present—now—write what you see, hear, taste, smell, observe and what you 

feel/experience.  Be honest, clear, and choose your words with great care. Enjoy. 

 

Master rhyme and rhythm before trying free verse.  Many poets seem to think 

that if they write down a page they’re writing poetry, when all they’re doing is 

writing prose in a different format. 

 

Fresh detailed observations gives poetry authenticity and immediacy.  Strive for 

precise word choice and effective images.  Avoid clichés, passive verbs, and 

rhyme for rhyme’s sake.   Write with originality and freshness in language, 

content, and style. 

 



Spend more time focusing on the story rather than the language. Write 

something that will be fun to read!  The best poetry comes from the heart and 

has that haunting little twist. Don’t be afraid to take risks.  Write what you love, 

not what you think will sell. 

 

Keep your new poems around long enough to become friends with them before 

parting.  Let them ripen, and, above all, learn to be your own best editor. 

 

CRITIQUE TIME 
 
Study the craft. Be open to critique—a poet is often too closed to their work and 

needs a critical, honest eye.  Make punctuation or the lack of it work for you. 

 

Poets need the reactions of others to their work: criticism, suggestions, 

discussion.  

 

Four criteria help judge the quality of submissions: 

Does the poem make the strange familiar or the familiar strange or both? 

Is the form of the poem vital to its meaning? 

Do the sounds of the poem make sense in relation to the theme? 

Does the little story of the poem open a window on the Big Story of the 

human situation? 

 

Avoid trite, or forced rhyming. Be aware of the magazine’s doctrinal views. 

 

If the poem poured out, that’s good: now polish it. Revise, revise, revise! 

 

 



SUBMITTING POETRY 
 

When guidelines and issues are available online for free there is no excuse for a 

poet who does not take the time to follow the guidelines or check out issues to 

see what kind of material might bed appropriate for submissions.   

 

Do not waste time submitting your work blindly. Sample issue first to determine 

which ones would be most receptive to your work.  Know the magazine you are 

submitting to.  Please read the magazine before submitting. 

 

Submit well-thought-out, well-presented, preferably well punctuated, too.  If 

rhyming poetry, make it flow and don’t strain to rhyme. 

 

Submissions etiquette goes a long way.  Always include a cover letter.  Make 

sure the poems are neat and without typos; if you don’t care about your 

submission enough to send clean copies that adhere to the guidelines, why 

should an editor care enough to publish it?  Proof your work and know your 

market.   

 

Submit your best work, consider its arrangement. A “wow” poem early on keeps 

the editor reading.  Send the editor a variety in your submission; what one editor 

likes, another won’t.  Send a range of work that illustrates the breadth and depth 

of your talent; this helps editors decide if there’s something they like.   

 

READING ALOUD TIME 
 

Find a group, share your work, get feedback.  The spoken work can improve the 

written word. 

 



Read your poems aloud. You will be amazed how the weak parts stand out. Find 

an honest audience for your poems. Listen to what they tell you. Read the work 

of others. You have to know where poetry has been if you are to be a part of 

where it is going. 

 

Read them aloud, boldly, to see how they ripple the air and echo what you mean 

to say. 

 

PERSISTANCE 
 

Believe in yourself. Perseverance is a writer’s best tool. Don’t give up! If writing is 

your one time love, pursue it! Don’t give it up for anyone or anything. Believe in 

yourself and your work. No one has the power to make you happy but you. 

 

Read and write every day.  If a poem still seems good a year after you wrote it, 

send it out.  Be original.  Say something but ask: what will the reader get out of  

it? 

 

Keep writing and submitting. A rejection is not necessarily a reflection upon the 

quality of your work. Be persistent, trust your instincts, and sooner or later, good 

things will come.  Don’t worry about rejections—buy lots of stamps. 

 

You should realize that editors are always overworked and it is necessary haste 

and not a lack of concern or compassion that makes rejections seem coldly 

impersonal. 

 

Write from love; don’t expect love in return, don’t take rejection personally and 

don’t let anyone stop you.  Write well and submit fearlessly and unrelentingly. 

 

Build up a publishing resume by submitting poems to reputable magazines and 

journals. 



Make your own scene! Don’t wait for someone else to “find” you. You can be a 

working poet, with a little ingenuity and ambition. Poets should use every avenue 

available: lit mags, readings, self-publishing, on-line journals, leaving pamphlets 

on the bus, etc., to make themselves visible. 

 
Compiled by Elaine Wright Colvin, Writers Information Network, www.bluejaypub.com/win; 

writersinfonetwork@juno.com 


