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by Jaime R. Wood

“I know you are reading this . . . ”

Reading a Poem  
by Adrienne Rich  
in a Community College 
Developmental Writing Class 

COMMENTARYReader’s

The night I introduced Adrienne Rich to my develop-
mental writing class was the night I’d run out of ideas. 
Weariness was my regular condition on those Wednes-
day evenings before I taught my 6:30 class. The rest of 
the department was closed up and dark, the halls quiet, 
as I sat in my adjunct office planning for next week’s 
assignment. The class was called “Fundamentals of 
English: Sentence to Paragraph,” and I’d never taught 
it before. My goal was to ease students’ anxieties about 
writing and to try, for three hours each week, to have 
some fun with them. I wanted to show these reluctant 
writers that language can be exciting and meaningful, 
regardless of what experience had taught them in the 
past. 

On that particular night, I didn’t want to talk about 
subject–verb agreement, comma splices, or topic sen-
tences; I didn’t want to spend that night pointing out 
what my students didn’t know. That night I was worn 
down enough that all I wanted to do was share with 
them something I love: poetry. 

At my office computer, I searched for a poem that 
resonates emotionally for me, the final section of the 
long poem An Atlas of the Difficult World by Adrienne 
Rich, titled “(Dedications)”.  It begins this way:

I know you are reading this poem
late, before leaving your office
of the one intense yellow lamp-spot and the darken-

ing window
in the lassitude of a building faded and quiet
long after rush-hour. (lines 1-5)

Yes! I thought. She knows what this is like! That was 
at least the tenth time I’d read the final section of Rich’s 
thirteen-section poem, which moves intimately in and 

out of the lives of swept-aside people who make up our 
“difficult world.” The poem itself is an atlas. But would 
my students understand this? What about the language 
in the poem, words like lassitude and, later on, valise? 
Would my students be willing to read it over and over, 
look up the tough words, then read it again? Would 
they make the effort to form a relationship with this 
form of writing that may intimidate them?

One of the questions I struggle to answer for each 
new class of students is, what do they need and how 
do I help them get there? Within the first week or two, I 
always get a glimpse of their lives that complicates this 
question. A blog post I wrote a while back illustrates the 
complexity of this particular group of students: 

The fifty-something-year-old electrician comes in half 
an hour late every night. Sits in the front row. Turns 
in every assignment. Late. Four kids, he says. Ex-wife 
doesn’t help him, he says. Unemployed, he says. Like 
the widow in the back row who comes early, takes 
notes in graceful, dancing cursive, asks questions the 
others are afraid to ask. Her job was outsourced, she 
says. She’s been diagnosed with an incurable disease, 
she says. Because of the doctor’s appointments, she’ll 
have to be late just this once, like the boy, no more 
than twenty-three, who left one Friday and returned 
a week later with a scar crawling out of his shirt col-
lar. Open heart surgery, he says. Please excuse my 
absences, he begs. Then there’s the Romanian boys 
who misunderstand all of my instructions and the 
middle-aged man born with broken ears who misses 
all the s’s. And the boy who came every night but 
never turned in a thing. Last week he was gone. And 
so was the girl in foster care and the boy who lost his 
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apartment. Last week the girl with the baby almost 
left her husband. He’s doing drugs, she says. I have 
to quit school, she says. But she doesn’t. She comes 
back, wants to tough it out until the end of the quar-
ter. And I want to teach them to trust themselves, to 
love language enough to puzzle it out. But everyday 
I’m mostly just astounded that their heads are still 
above water, that they haven’t drowned yet. Most of 
them continue to show up. And they’re still deter-
mined to learn, even after sleepless nights with sick 
children or abusive partners or situations they hide 
from me with smiles. Even after years of being told 
that they’re stupid, that their writing is weak and 
their ideas no good, they show up.

Two years before I met this group of students, I sat 
in an auditorium at Central Washington University in 
Ellensburg, listening to Adrienne Rich read her work. 
Her voice, a gentle force, resonated from the armchair 
where she sat, a small weathered woman whose pres-
ence struck us all silent. 

I’d gone with a group of fellow writers, MFA stu-
dents from Eastern Washington University, and after 
getting our books signed (mostly as a way of being 
closer to the poet) we left refreshed, enlivened by Rich’s 
words and spirit. I asked her to sign my copy of An 
Atlas of the Difficult World, not knowing for sure where 
I was going next or whether I would find a teaching job 
after graduation. 

Little did I know that I would be living Rich’s Atlas 
of the Difficult World in my first quarter teaching devel-
opmental writing in Portland, Oregon, area community 
colleges, or that I would find a way, no, a necessity, for 
poetry in my classes. I didn’t know for sure, of course, 
whether my students would appreciate Rich’s poem, 
but I did know one thing: those who kept showing up 
were hungry for more than what they’d always been 
given. I didn’t have much to lose, I thought. 

“I want to share a poem with you tonight,” I began as 
I handed out a copy of “(Dedications)” for each student. 
I heard a couple grumbles echo around the room. That’s 
to be expected, I thought. After all, I’m sure their experi-
ence with poetry is limited and probably negative. “I’ll 
read it out loud as you read along, and all I’d like is for 
you to underline words or phrases that interest or con-
fuse you as I read.” The room was still as the last few 
lines spilled forth: 

I know you are reading this poem which is not in
your language

guessing at some words while others keep you read-
ing

and I want to know which words they are.
I know you are reading this poem listening for some-

thing, torn between bitterness and hope
turning back once again to the task you cannot 

refuse.
I know you are reading this poem because there is 
nothing else

left to read
there where you have landed, stripped as you are. 
(lines 33–41) 

And then, from the back of the room, one student 
turned to another and whispered, “This is so cool!” 
Maybe not every student needed to hear that poem that 
night, but someone did, and I felt I had won by giving 
in to the urge to share my passion with my students. 

At the end of the quarter, I asked students to write 
me a letter reflecting on their learning. One quiet young 
man shared this about the assignment in which I asked 
them to write a paragraph responding to Rich’s poem: 
“One of the best assignments was the poem paragraph 
on ‘An Atlas of the Difficult World’ by Adrienne Rich. 
This assignment was quite a mind opener. The author 
used a statement which is repeated and used to apply 
to everyone. Most of my assignments throught (sic) my 
life, I was never able to attach a meaning, which made 
this assignment different than all the others.” 

If Adrienne Rich could have been a fly on the wall 
in that developmental writing class, I think she would 
have been incredibly proud of my students’ persever-
ance and bravery in the face of all that accosts them in 
a day. They are indeed an atlas of the difficult world. So 
am I and so are you.
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