
 

LESSON PLAN: “REALIST PORTRAITURE: PICTURES OF PEOPLE WE 

KNOW” 

*ADAPTED FROM THE YOUNG CHICAGO AUTHORS’ CURRICULUM FOR POETRYN.O.W. 

OBJECTIVE: To have students write realist portraits of people they encounter in their daily 

lives.  

KEY TERMS: Tone – A writer's attitude; the atmosphere a writer conveys to the reader.  
Imagery - Vivid descriptive language that appeals to the senses. 

STANDARDS:  Virginia 

9.1, 10.1 D I, 9.3 – 12.3 F, 9.4 A, C-M, 
9.6 – 10.6 A E, 9.6 B, D, E, H, 10.6 C, 
F, 12.7 A 

Common Core 

Reading 

Grades 6-8: 2, 4, 6 
Grades 9-12: 2, 4 

Writing 

Grades 6-8: 3.b-d, 4, 5 
Grades 9-12: 3.a-d, 4, 5 

Language Standards 

Grades 6-8: 3, 5 
Grades 9-12: 3, 5 

  



 

INTRODUCTION: Ask students to write a list of people they know well and come across in their 
home, school, or neighborhood, in their family, etc. Have them focus on three 
of the people on their list. 

For those three people, have students write down the place that each person 
hangs out the most, what items they have around them, etc. Have the students 
answer the questions about where these characters are going, who they 
would like to be, what is one wish that they might make, who they might ask 
for a favor, etc. 

Listen to/read the pieces listed under Additional Materials. Discuss what is 
memorable about these characters. 

In Dybek’s poem, note the singular moment in which the poem takes place. In 
all the poems, note the tone of tenderness and love the poet has for the 
subject of the poem. 

STEP ONE: Have students select one person from their list to write about. 

STEP TWO: Write the story or a scene from that location. Students should use sensory 
imagery. Stress that the more specific the writing, the better. 

STEP THREE: Have students write for 10-15 minutes, encouraging them to fill an entire 
page. Then stop writing and read around. 

  



 

ADDITIONAL MATERIALS 

“Freddie” by Patrick Rosal 
Freddie claimed lineage from the tough 
Boogie-Down Boricuas 
who taught him how to break- 
dance on beat: up- 
rock headspin scramble and dive 

We called it a suicide: 
the front-flip B-boy move that landed 
you 
back flat on the blacktop That 
was Freddie’s specialty — the way he’d 
jump 
into a fetal curl mid-air then thwap 
against the sidewalk—his body 
laid out like the crucified 
Jesus he knocked down 
one afternoon in his mom’s bedroom 
looking for her extra purse 
so both of us could shoot 
asteroids and space invaders 
until dusk 
 That wasn’t long before 
Freddie disappeared 
then returned one day as someone 
else’s ghost 
smoked-out on crack 
singing Puerto Rico Puerto Rico 
las chicas de Puerto Rico 
That was the first summer we believed 
you had to be good at something 
so we stood around and watched 
Freddie on the pavement—all day— 
doing suicides 
until he got it right 



 

“Christmas Eve: My Mother Dressing” by Toi Derricotte 

My mother was not impressed with her beauty;  
once a year she put it on like a costume,  
plaited her black hair, slick as cornsilk, down past her hips,    
in one rope-thick braid, turned it, carefully, hand over hand,    
and fixed it at the nape of her neck, stiff and elegant as a crown,    
with tortoise pins, like huge insects,  
some belonging to her dead mother,  
some to my living grandmother.  
Sitting on the stool at the mirror,  
she applied a peachy foundation that seemed to hold her down, to trap her,  
as if we never would have noticed what flew among us unless it was weighted and bound in its 
mask.  
Vaseline shined her eyebrows,  
mascara blackened her lashes until they swept down like feathers;    
her eyes deepened until they shone from far away.  
 
Now I remember her hands, her poor hands, which, even then were old from scrubbing,  
whiter on the inside than they should have been,  
and hard, the first joints of her fingers, little fattened pads,    
the nails filed to sharp points like old-fashioned ink pens,  
painted a jolly color.  
Her hands stood next to her face and wanted to be put away, prayed  
for the scrub bucket and brush to make them useful.    
And, as I write, I forget the years I watched her    
pull hairs like a witch from her chin, magnify  
every blotch—as if acid were thrown from the inside.  
 
But once a year my mother    
rose in her white silk slip,  
not the slave of the house, the woman,  
took the ironed dress from the hanger—    
allowing me to stand on the bed, so that    
my face looked directly into her face,    
and hold the garment away from her as she pulled it down. 


