
HOW DO I MAKE IT BETTER? 
Tips for taking your poetry from "good" to "great" 

 
 
DOES MY POEM PASS THE SUBWAY TEST? 
Imagine you've left your poem on the seat of a subway car, and a stranger picks it up. Does he 
or she care enough to read past the first few lines? 
 
RE-VISION – This literally means "to see again". Revision is the poet's superpower. Revising 
will help you to stand outside your poem and see it the way the stranger on the subway might 
see it. 
 
HOW TO MAKE IT BETTER 

1) Read your poem aloud. Your ears will hear problems your eyes may miss the first time 
through. 

2) Are there too many words? Be bold and cut them! Remember that in poetry, less is 
more. 

3) Show what you mean through details and images that appeal to the senses, rather than 
by general statements and abstractions. Don't be superficial and write over the top of 
your subject: go down into it. 

4) Play with your thinking, not just your writing. Is there a more dramatic way to approach 
your subject? Could you tell your story from a different point of view? Write the same 
theme with a different style? 

5) Reorganize. Can your poem start lower down to surprise the reader? Is your middle – 
the development – too long and complicated? Is your ending too predictable or too 
scattered? Is your middle really your ending, or your ending really your beginning? 

6) Bring out the music. Look for ways to make your poem more rhythmic in its cadence, 
more melodic in its tones. Go back to the best sounds of your poem and try to extend 
their music. 

 
FREE VERSE POETS - Make sure your line breaks convey the meaning and feeling of your 
poem. Avoid the temptation of ending every line with a mark of punctuation. Take some risks!  
And check out the video's help link about techniques of line-breaking. 
 
SPOKEN WORD POETS - The best way to learn is to perform your poetry by yourself and on 
stage. And remember not to over-dramatize your poem. Get its meaning from the poems' words 
– their feeling and music. Watch the examples of spoken word performances linked to our 
videos. 
 
RAP POETS - Make sure you have four beats in each line, even if their lengths vary. Always 
use rhyming couplets to help ground your lines, aiming for an energetic, soulful rhythm that gets 
your listeners' attention. Check out our video links to see how the professionals do it. 


