
 

LESSON PLAN: “QUESTIONS FOR ________, FROM _________” 

 

OBJECTIVE: To have students be cognizant of their use of point of view and personification 

in their poetry. 

KEY TERMS: Point of View – The perspective from which an author reveals events  
and ideas in a story.  
Personification – A figure of speech in which inanimate objects or 
abstractions are endowed with human qualities or are represented as 
possessing human form. 

STANDARDS:  Virginia 

9.1 C, 10.1 D, 9.4 A, 9.4 H, 10.4 H, 
11.4 E, 9.7-12.7 E 

Common Core 

Reading 

Grades 6-8: 1, 2, 4, 6 
Grades 9-12: 1, 2, 4 

Writing 

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

Speaking and Listening 

Grades 6-8: 1.b-d  
Grades 9-12: 1.c-d 

Language Standards 

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

  



 

INTRODUCTION: Watch Safia Elhilla’s “Questions for John Coltrane.” At what point can you tell 
that the poem is written from the point of view of a saxophone? Why did the 
poet choose to write in this perspective? How does the author make it easy to 
relate to an inanimate object? What sort of feelings can you discern from the 
saxophone? Discuss the role of point of view and personification in the 
poem’s message. 

STEP ONE: 
 

Brainstorm a list of objects that have sentimental value to you. They can 
include a cherished family heirloom, a watch your grandmother gave you, a 
necklace you wear every day, etc.  

Adopt its point of view. What do you think it sees? What do you think it wants 
to know?   

Now write 10 questions it would ask you.  

Alternative: Think of a person you respect and an important tool that they use. 
It can be someone famous or someone you know. Write a list of 10 questions 
that the object would ask the person.  

STEP TWO: Title your page with “Questions for ______.”  

Start off your poem with one of the questions you’ve written.  

STEP THREE: Write for 15-20 minutes then share.  

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=teusPjWqj4w


 

ADDITIONAL MATERIALS 
 

 “Questions for John Coltrane” by Safia Elhilla’s 
 

dear John, 
what greater love is there 
than that between sweat  
and brow? 
what lullabies nest in your breath 
when you are silent? 
what am I without your breath? 
what am I when you are silent? 
a sword 
is only as powerful as its swordsman 
I have no voice without your whispers 
my dear John, 
 
what other women have known the notes 
traced into your palms? 
did Alice’s fingers coax from you 
the same songs you loosened from my 
throat? 
who is Naima? 
and why does the melody in her memorial 
spill such a longing out of me? 
please don’t tell me that you love her, 
but do you not? 
 
dear John, 
what greater love is there 
than that between raw lips and gleaming 
brass? 
how Hamlet, North Carolina 
is our Harlem these days? 
how hometown are your fingers in their 
dance along my neck? 
what bruises did you smudge all down the 
length of me? 
in a masterpiece of fingerprints from bow 
to bell, you claimed every slope, every 
key; i was yours- weren’t we happy? 
 
before our Trane trekked all those Miles, 
all those Monks, 
wasn’t it always just us two? 
before the women who loved you mortal, 

 
who knew not of the blue shades of your 
breath 

knew nothing of the maps at the tips of 
your fingers 
knew nothing of our love. 
how was I to have known that 
out of me you would coax the greatest love 
song 
titled in the name of another 
and never mine? 

 
and who else could have known that 
the birthplace of your breath was not your 
lungs 
but the hollowest parts of my belly? 

 
 

when they booed you in France, 
who stood unflinching at your lips? 

 
when the heroin swirled radioactive in 
your blood, 
who poured its beams out into sound? 
 
and when the cancer thrust its roots into 
you and made a fossil of your body, 
who remained the only vessel for your 
breath? 
 
dear John, 
tell me please, 
why mothers dread losing their daughters 
to jazz men 
tell me, 
why my voice lost all its melody when you 
left 
tell me, 
how is it that you could have left 
when we had the greatest love of all, 
a love of brass and sore lips 
a love of exhale, of molding stories from an 
empty cavity 
a love immemorial 
a love supreme  
of a music man 
and his saxophone. 

 


