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9.1 Analyzing a Poem



An optional essay section can be taken in addition to 
the multiple-choice test. Some schools require test 
takers to complete this section. Test takers should 
check with the school(s) of their choice to confirm 
whether the essay is required. 



Test takers are expected to write well-organized essays in clear and 
precise prose. The essay section is scored by faculty at the ins 

Test takers are expected to write well-organized essays 
in clear and precise prose. The essay section is scored 
by faculty at the institution that requests it and is still 
administered in paper-and-pencil format. 

 that requests it and is still administered in paper-and-pencil format.



Remember these essays are not required by the CLEP 
exam but may be absolutely required for the college 
you seek to gain credit at. Make sure you check as an 
additional fee is required for taking the essay portion of 
the exam. 



Test takers respond to two of three essay topics. 
An essay on the first topic, a persuasive analysis of a 
poem, is required, and candidates are advised to spend 
35 to 40 minutes on it. Remember to use your 
knowledge of speaker, tone, theme, mood, length, 
rhythm, rhyme, meter, etc. Use the new vocabulary you 
learned from these lectures.  
 



This poem is similar to the type of poem you will see on 
the CLEP exam. It is not too long and does not require 
much outside knowledge to understand and analyze it.  

The poem is titled “Reapers” by Jean Toomer, and it is 
from his book of poetry titled Cane.



“Reapers” by Jean Toomer

Black reapers with the sound of steel on stones 
Are sharpening scythes. I see them place the hones    
In their hip-pockets as a thing that’s done,    
And start their silent swinging, one by one.    
Black horses drive a mower through the weeds,    
And there, a field rat, startled, squealing bleeds.    
His belly close to ground. I see the blade,    
Blood-stained, continue cutting weeds and shade



You will analyze the poem in three parts:  

1. Technical 

2. Big Picture 

3. Meaning



1. Technical analysis 

First read the poem out loud 

Determine what kind of form the poem is in. How many 
stanzas are there? How many lines per stanza? Use your 
knowledge of form to answer these questions first. 



Find a rhyme pattern and designate it in each stanza with 
lowercase letters. 

Look for alliteration, both consonance and assonance. 

Try to determine the meter per each line. If this gets too 
difficult for you, do not spend too much time on it and 
focus on the things you know. 



Determine the point of view to see if there is a speaker. Is 
the point of view in first,  second, or third person? 

Look for repetition and identify words and phrases that 
are repeated in the poem. Additionally, look for colors 
that are repeated.



Part 1 from “Reapers” 
technical elements include: 1 stanza, 8 lines- octave, 
alliteration/onomatopoeia (hiss of cutting weeds 
became Cutting at the end, and vowels at end mimic 
breath pattern), consonance, color-symbolism, rhyme, 
heroic couplets, speaker, repetition



2. Big Picture 

Determine if the poem is a narrative or something else. 

Determine whether a comparison is being made. You 
may find metaphors or similes there. 



Part 2- bigger picture: comparison= conceit… what is 
being compared & how is it being compared? (horses/
men, machine/man), use of imagery to make point, no 
narrative, first person speaker, why did he keep one 
stanza?



3. Meaning 

Derive an overall meaning/theme you find in the poem. It 
does not have to be profound. It does have to be clear, so 
make sure you are writing something you understand. 

Do not get hung up on finding the perfect meaning. If you 
have done the first two parts, you will have enough to 
prove your meaning. 



Part 3- what do you think it means? 
The speaker making comparison between two things to 
show man acting as a tool



9.2 Writing a Persuasive Analysis of a 
Poem



Stick to Poem- do not talk about author bio, words you 
don’t know, social critique.  
Only have 35-40 min to write this essay, so be clean. 
Use these 3 Parts of Analysis as Body Paragraphs 
And do standard 5 paragraph Essay



I. Introduction with thesis statement 

II. Body Paragraph 1 

          A. Part 1 Technical Aspects of Analysis 

III. Body Paragraph 2 

 B. Part 2 Big Picture Analysis 

IV. Body Paragraph 3 

 C. Part 3 Meaning 

V. Conclusion



I. Introduction with thesis statement 

A. Toomer uses several different elements of poetry to 
show a distinction between men at work and machines 
at work.  

II. Technical Aspects of Analysis 

A. 1 stanza, octave, alliteration, assonance, consonance, 
heroic couplets, first person speaker



III. Big Picture Analysis 

A. No story being told. Speaker is comparing two 
images 

IV. Meaning 

A. Speaker is making comparison between men 
working and machine working. Men have 
conscience. Machines do not. 

V. Conclusion



9.3 Planning the Second Essay



For the second essay, test takers are asked to 
choose one of two topics that present a specific 
observation, position, or theme.  
Depending on the topic chosen, test takers 
choose any work by a particular author to 
appropriately support the claim or select works 
from a designated list provided.  
Test takers should plan to spend 50 to 55 minutes 
on the essay.



Remember these essays are not required by the CLEP 
exam but may be absolutely required for the college 
you seek to gain credit at. Make sure you check as an 
additional fee is required for taking the essay portion of 
the exam. 



Option 1 

Choose the topic you know most about 

Choose the work selected that you know most about 

This is the best possible scenario where you have a topic 
you are comfortable with and can choose a work you 
know very well to exemplify it



Option 2 

Choose topic you know most about and use your light 
knowledge of the works to write mostly about topic and 
briefly how the works exemplify it. Use your vocabulary 
around topic and use other examples not listed to show 
you understand the topic.



Option 3 

Choose the works selected and build essay around your 
knowledge of them even if your understanding of topic is 
light. This will ensure you can show your knowledge of 
the works (plot, characters, theme, etc.) even if you 
cannot elaborate much on the finer details of the topic.



9.4 Writing the Second Essay 



Organize your essay by introduction, body, and 
conclusion.  
Sticking to a 5 paragraph essay is best so that you 
have a paragraph for introduction, 3 paragraphs for 
your body, and a final paragraph for your conclusion.  
Choose three points you want to make in answering 
the prompt for the essay and make those your 3 body 
paragraphs in which to elaborate upon your ideas.



I. Introduction with thesis statement (subject + treatment= what are 
your writing about + what are you saying about it= topic you 
selected + works you are applying to topic) 

II. Body Paragraph 1 

A. How does topic relate to Work #1 

III.Body Paragraph 2 

A. How does topic relate to Work #2 

IV.Body Paragraph 3 

A. How does topic relate to Work #3 

V. Conclusion with restated thesis statement



Avoid flowery language, words you don’t understand, 
going off on tangents not requested by prompt. 

Be clear and concise and spend most time writing Body 
Paragraphs not Introduction and Conclusion.



Double check your spelling and grammar and avoid 
use of informal pronouns You, me, I , Us, Our. Stick to 
writing in Third person he, she, it, they, them, etc



Remember to review all lectures, textbook, and notes so 
that you will have confidence you need to write these 
essays.  

You can do it! Good luck!


