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LESSON 3: THE RED WHEELBARROW RETURNS 
 

MATERIALS 
▪ Student notebooks 

▪ Teacher’s copy of “At Blackwater Pond” by Mary Oliver (available at 

http://famouspoetsandpoems.com/poets/mary_oliver/poems/15808) 

▪ Focus on the Rubric, Part 1 handout (Teacher’s copy) 

▪ Thesauruses for student reference 

▪ Index cards  

▪ Copies (for each student) of “The Red Wheelbarrow” Ideas sheet (includes list of Word 

Box Words to be cut into separate cards—see instructions) 

▪ Small boxes or containers for word slips 

▪ Copies of Word Box Words handout 

▪ Copies of Sample Words handout (can be provided to students who are having difficulty 

generating their own nouns and adjectives) 

 

 

 

Poets use concrete language and sensory detail to communicate abstract ideas, 

emotions, and truths. 

 

Poetry helps readers see the extraordinary in the ordinary.   

 

OBJECTIVES 
▪ Students will build a vocabulary list 

▪ Students will identify and use various parts of speech (concrete and abstract nouns; 

adjectives) 

▪ Students will develop ideas for writing 

▪ Students will identify the author’s purpose in a simple text 

▪ Students will develop skills to participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative and critical 

members of a literary community 

 

Important Vocabulary: 

▪ Abstract and concrete nouns 

▪ Adjective 

▪ Imagery 

 

SEQUENCE TEACHER NOTES 
 Poetry for Appreciation… 

 

Invite students to find a comfortable place for 

listening (this could be at their desks or lying or 

sitting on the carpet with their eyes closed). Remind 

students that one very important purpose of reading 

is for personal enjoyment. Their job during this time 

is to listen to and enjoy the way the poem sounds, 

Ask students to focus on the 

place this poem describes.  

Remind them that this is 

called the setting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://famouspoetsandpoems.com/poets/mary_oliver/poems/15808
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and they might also listen for some of the imagery 

and details used by the poet. 

 

Read “At Blackwater Pond” by Mary Oliver aloud. If possible, 

project it for students who wish to follow along. 

 

Afterwards, have students turn to the person next 

to them and share one image or phrase that stuck 

in their minds while listening to the poem. Ask 

students what was the “beautiful thing that just 

happened?” Be prepared to accept multiple 

answers, as students will have different 

perceptions. 

 

Focus on the Rubric, Part 1:  On the SmartBoard or document 

camera, show students the rubric section called “Focus on the 

Rubric, Part 1.” As a class, decide how the poem “At Blackwater 

Pond” fits into this rubric. The idea is to expose students to the 

rubric part by part so they will understand it for their process later 

in the unit. 

 

The Red Wheelbarrow returns… 
  

1. Ask students to think back to the previous 

lesson and share what they learned. If necessary, 

remind students that they read “The Red 

Wheelbarrow” and worked on identifying concrete 

and abstract nouns. Refer to the poem (on the 

board or pocket chart).  

 

Now explain to students that one of the things 

really good readers do when they read is to think 

about the author’s purpose in writing. Sometimes,            

a poet has a hidden message in a poem, and to 

find out what this might be, it is sometimes 

necessary to gather more information about the 

author by doing some research. Explain that, in 

later lessons, they will have a chance to research 

some information about different poets, but in the 

meantime they could think about the author’s 

purpose whenever they read a poem. 

 

2.  Before sharing the background information 

behind “The Red Wheelbarrow,” make a 

prediction chart in which the students can share 

why they think the red wheelbarrow was so 

important to the author, backing up their claims 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Background Information: 

There are different accounts 

of how and why Williams 

wrote “The Red 

Wheelbarrow.” It has been 

commonly reported that the 

poet, who was a physician, 

saw the wheelbarrow scene 

when he looked out the 

window of a hospital room, 

in which he was sitting by 

the bedside of a seriously ill 

child he was treating. The 

intense emotion of the 

moment made the specific 

details of the scene 

extraordinarily vivid. One 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PLACE 
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with details from the poem. Then later, if students decide to 

write poems in the same style as “The Red Wheelbarrow,” they 

can use this type of activity to brainstorm. For example, they 

could choose a certain object (like a rolling pin or a tractor or a 

fishing pole) and make a chart of all the reasons why that object 

is so important to their rural community in particular. 

 

Afterwards, share the background information (see right 

column) about this poem in a way that makes sense to your 

students. 

 

3. Draw students’ attention to the words in “The Red 

Wheelbarrow.” With input from students, identify and underline 

the concrete nouns in the poem (wheelbarrow, water, chickens). 

Ask how many abstract nouns are in the poem (none). Ask what 

would happen if you took out those three concrete nouns and 

substituted different ones. Try this out with a few different 

combinations of nouns generated by you and/or your students 

(e.g., “So much depends on a red backpack glazed with syrup 

beside the white truck”). 

 

4. To help them further connect with both poems (“The Red 

Wheelbarrow” and “At Blackwater Pond”), ask students, What 

does water taste like? Ask the students to compare their 

experience of water in different contexts: tap water from home 

(which may be well or spring water), water from the water 

fountains at school, water from a nearby lake or river, or water 

from a pond or swimming pool. How many similarities and 

differences can they name?  

 

Then, ask students some of the following questions:  

• What role does water play in “The Red Wheelbarrow?” 

• What, in “At Blackwater Pond,” is the “beautiful thing 

that just happened” and how is it connected to the water 

in the poem?  

• What would it be like to live in a place where water is 

not safe to drink?  

 

As an optional homework assignment or class activity, 

students could create their own labels for a water bottle with 

a short poem, description, or slogan that reflects on how the 

water tastes where they live and how it gives the reader a 

“taste” of the environment and surroundings where the 

water came from.  

interpretation is that “so 

much depends” on the 

specifics of time, place, and 

people because that is what 

matters to us as we 

experience life. It is not 

“loss” as a general, 

abstract category that we 

experience, but the loss of 

an intensely personal 

nature. In considering the 

imagism movement that 

Williams belonged to, this 

poem is also interpreted as 

highlighting what is 

important in poetry – not 

the general, abstract 

sentiments of the Romantic 

and Victorian poets, but the 

vivid imagery of actual 

experience, conveyed by 

clear, specific language as 

in this deliberately sparse 

text. Williams uses language 

in a way that makes the 

ordinary seem 

extraordinary to the reader.   

In this way, helping students 

connect with, question, and 

analyze this short poem can 

help them engage with some 

of the big ideas of this unit. 
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Concrete Poem Starters 

 

In groups of 2-3, students will use “The Red 

Wheelbarrow” Ideas sheets to generate ideas for 

poems they will write modeled on Williams’s poem.  

 

First, ask students to think about what is important 

around their homes and communities in the way the 

red wheelbarrow is important in the poem. What is 

important about where they live? During this lesson, 

a wide range of student responses is expected and 

acceptable. 

 

After this discussion, students should select an 

interesting concrete noun related to their homes 

and/or communities that they might want to use in a 

poem. (If desired, they can select the noun from the 

list they generated in the independent work task 

from Lesson 2.) Have students write the noun in 

their workbooks, then they can choose a second 

concrete noun. Allow 5-10 minutes for students to 

decide on a selection of interesting concrete nouns to 

use in writing their own poems.   

 

Next, instruct each group to work together to generate a list of 

interesting adjectives that modify or describe the concrete 

nouns they chose. These should be written on separate sheets 

of paper or on index cards, so that they can later be displayed 

in the classroom. Each group should be assigned one of the 

following categories of adjective: 

 

• Colors 

• Size (tiny, enormous, giant) 

• Time or the age of things (young, old, early, late) 

• Emotions (happy, sad, frightened, joyful) 

• Personality characteristics (kind, rude, helpful)  

• Sounds (loud, quiet, noisy) 

• The way objects feel (rough, smooth, soft, slippery) 

• The way things smell (pungent, horrible, sweet)   

  

▪ Allow 15-20 minutes for groups to work on this task and 

spend time moving among the groups to monitor their work. 

In the writing process, changes in spelling should happen 

during editing. Teachers should encourage independence 

during drafting.  

 

 

 

         
 

For this activity, place 

students into the same 

groups they were in for the 

concrete vs. abstract 

activity in Lesson 2. 

Students who completed the 

same task will have a 

common list of nouns to 

choose from.  

 

Students who still struggle 

with concrete and abstract 

may benefit from printing 

concrete and abstract words 

on paper of different colors. 

This may help them 

differentiate between the 

two more easily. 

 

When assigning categories 

for the adjective task, keep 

in mind that some 

categories may be suitable 

for higher readiness groups. 

For example, the color and 

size categories might be 

suitable for your lower 

readiness groups, since 

students might be familiar 

with more words to describe 

color and size 

characteristics, while higher 

readiness groups might 

enjoy the challenge of 

generating adjectives to 

describe the way objects 

feel or smell. Use the 

Sample Words handout for 
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▪ Allow each group time to share some of the adjectives from 

their list with the whole group. Explain to students that the 

adjectives they came up with will be on display in the 

classroom, so that they can refer to these whenever they are 

writing poems and want to use strong and descriptive 

adjectives. Encourage students to add to these lists on 

display any time they think of a particularly strong adjective 

or come across an interesting or unique adjective in their 

reading. 

 

▪ Now hand out “The Red Wheelbarrow” Ideas sheets to each 

student. Instruct students to work together in their groups to 

write the first concrete noun they selected in the appropriate 

box, together with an interesting adjective to describe it. 

(Discuss what makes an adjective “strong.” For example, 

which words give the most vivid picture? Start with 

examples they know: a red sweater versus one that is scarlet, 

fiery, candy apple, and so forth.)  

 

▪ Next, give each group one copy of the “Word Box Words” 

handout. Ask one member to cut the words apart and place 

them into a small box or container (a plastic baggie might 

work). Then, a representative from each group should select 

from the box or container one of the Word Box Words 

which each member can then write in the appropriate space 

on their “The Red Wheelbarrow” Ideas sheet. (If students 

are having trouble and wish to select an alternative word 

from the box or container, they may do so.)  

 

▪ With this word in place, the group will then discuss the next 

adjective-noun combination. Students should continue to fill 

in the boxes on the sheet until they have created a full poem. 

 

▪ Apply the rubric: Ask the students to look again at the 

section of the rubric presented today and apply it to their 

new poem. Encourage them to work towards mastery in 

their writing. 

 

▪ Once you have reviewed their work to ensure that students 

have placed the right part of speech in the right box, instruct 

each group member to copy out the poem on a sheet of 

paper to place in their anthology books. The anthology 

books can be a designated folder or notebook. Students will 

create the anthology throughout the unit, adding their own 

finished work as well as that of favorite poets to the pages.  

You might need to take a few minutes to ensure students 

students who are having 

trouble generating words of 

their own. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

It will be helpful for 

students to have at least one 

thesaurus per group 

available to help them 

generate adjectives. If your 

students are not familiar 

with how to use a thesaurus, 

you might want to conduct a 

mini-lesson either during or 

prior to this poetry lesson to 

help them understand how 

to use it. If there is no 

thesaurus available, use an 

online resource like 

thesaurus.com. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If students finish early, 

invite them to begin working 

on a second poem, either 

independently or with a 

partner, also following 

“The Red Wheelbarrow” 

model.  Students might want 

to use another idea sheet to 

develop a poem, or some 

students might want to write 

a draft straight into their 

 

 

https://www.thesaurus.com/
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understand that their best, finished poems will be copied 

into their anthology books, while notes, ideas, and drafts go 

in the workbook. 

 

▪ Copy each group’s finished poem onto a paper leaf and add 

the leaves to the limbs of the Poetree. If time permits, allow 

a representative of each group to read their poem aloud. 

notebooks by following the 

model.  

 


