Lesson on Ashley M. Jones’ Poems
“Speaking Survival, Speaking Nation: Black Voice, Power, and Myth in Ashley M. Jones”

Learning Objectives (State clearly at the start – 1 min)
By the end of today’s class, you should be able to:
1. Explain how Ashley M. Jones connects Black voice with authority, divinity, and survival 
2. Analyze how both poems challenge dominant American myths (heroism, geography, nationhood) 
3. Identify how form (spacing, address, tone) shapes meaning 

0–2 min | Opening Hook (Engagement Prompt)
Ask students:
“When you think of ‘American identity,’ what images or ideas come to mind?”
Take 2–3 responses (e.g., freedom, democracy, presidents, geography).
Then pivot:
“Today’s poems challenge those ideas by asking: Who gets to define America? And who is erased in that definition?”

2–6 min | Poem 1: “Friendly Skies…” (Close Reading + Lecture)
Key Framing
This poem takes a familiar space—an airplane—and turns it into a site of:
· vulnerability (fear of falling) 
· instruction (safety protocols) 
· revelation (Black divinity) 

Step 1: The Opening Irony (1 min)
Highlight:
“airport named after american president ronald reagan”
Explain:
· Reagan = symbol of American heroism 
· But the poem destabilizes this through: 
· “labels are jumbled” 
· “manifest destiny” → myth of American expansion 
👉 Key idea:
The poem immediately questions who gets called a hero—and why

Step 2: Fear + Survival (1.5 min)
Focus on:
“how to will ourselves alive… build a raft from breath alone”
Ask students:
· What does this exaggeration suggest? 
Guide them toward:
· Air travel becomes metaphor for Black survival in America 
· Survival requires improvisation, imagination, endurance 

Step 3: Valerie as Divine Figure (2 min)
Key lines:
“her lips make the shape of our salvation”
“i know Valerie isn’t God but i also know that she is”
Explain:
· The flight attendant becomes: 
· guide 
· protector 
· voice of authority 
👉 Connect to Black Panther reference:
· Cultural moment where Blackness is seen as: 
· powerful 
· self-sufficient 
· uncolonized 

Mini-Conclusion for Poem 1
The poem transforms an ordinary Black woman into a figure of divine authority, challenging the absence of Black figures in traditional ideas of God, heroism, and salvation.

6–10 min | Poem 2: “All Y’all Really from Alabama”
Step 1: Visual Form (1 min)
Ask students:
· What do you notice about the spacing? 
Guide:
· Fragmented, scattered → resembles: 
· map 
· roots spreading 
· disrupted narrative 

Step 2: Central Claim (2 min)
Key line:
“all y’all from alabama”
Ask:
· Is this literal? 
Explain:
· Alabama = symbol of: 
· slavery 
· racial violence 
· civil rights struggle 
👉 The poem argues:
America cannot distance itself from the South’s racial history

Step 3: Myth vs Reality (1.5 min)
Key lines:
“mason dixon is an imagined line”
“Black oppression’s not happenstance; it’s law”
Explain:
· The North vs South distinction is exposed as: 
· false 
· comforting illusion 
👉 Connect to the epigraph from Martin Luther King Jr.:
· Racism is national, not regional 

Step 4: Language of the Body (1.5 min)
Focus on:
“every vein filled with red dirt, blood, cotton”
Explain:
· Nation is imagined as a body 
· That body is: 
· built on labor 
· sustained by exploitation 
👉 Key idea:
Black suffering is foundational—not accidental—to America

10–13 min | Bringing the Poems Together
Ask students:
“What connects these two poems?”
Guide discussion toward:
1. Voice as Power
· Poem 1: Valerie speaks survival → divine authority 
· Poem 2: Speaker declares truth → national authority 
2. Rewriting American Myths
· Reagan vs Valerie 
· North vs South 
· Hero vs laborer 
3. Black Presence as Central (not marginal)
· Not background 
· Not symbolic 
· But structural to the nation itself 

13–15 min | Closing Reflection (Exit Prompt)
Ask students to respond (spoken or written):
“In one sentence: What is Ashley M. Jones asking us to rethink about America?”
Optional follow-up:
· “Which line from either poem stayed with you the most, and why?” 

Instructor Takeaway (What you emphasize as you end)
These poems are not just about identity—they are about authority.
Who gets to speak truth?
Who gets to represent the nation?
And what happens when Black voices claim both?


Lesson on Robyn Schiff’s Poems
“Vulnerable Bodies, Controlled Worlds: Anxiety, Exposure, and Distance in Robyn Schiff”

Learning Objectives (1 min)
By the end of this lesson, students should be able to:
1. Explain how Schiff represents the body as vulnerable, controlled, or fragmented 
2. Analyze how fear (infection, death, exposure) shapes the speaker’s thinking 
3. Understand how form (long sentences, fragmentation, shifts in tone) reflects mental and emotional states 

0–2 min | Opening Hook
Ask students:
“What makes you feel most vulnerable—being looked at, or being physically exposed to danger (like illness)?”
Take 2 responses.
Then say:
“Schiff’s poems show that these two kinds of vulnerability—being seen and being physically at risk—are deeply connected.”

PART I: “Sometimes on my break” (2–8 min)

Step 1: Situation & Speaker (1 min)
Explain:
· Speaker works at a museum information desk 
· Removes name tag → avoids interaction 
👉 Key idea:
She wants to disappear, even while surrounded by objects meant to be looked at

Step 2: The Museum as a Space of Power (1.5 min)
Say to students:
· Museums decide: 
· what counts as beauty 
· what is preserved 
· who is remembered 
But the speaker:
· is present physically 
· but lacks cultural authority 
👉 Contrast:
· Worker = temporary, replaceable 
· Artwork = permanent, valued 
She reads Honoré de Balzac's The Lily of the Valley (1835), part of his La Comédie humaine, is a tragic French novel depicting the intense, largely unconsummated love between young Félix de Vandenesse and the married, virtuous Henriette de Mortsauf in the Touraine countryside. It explores themes of repressed passion, social duty, and jealousy.

Step 3: The Princesse as Idealized Body (2 min)
Focus on:
“the infinite blue / of sorrow and wealth”
“to gaze into is to want to / drown yourself”
Explain:
· The portrait represents: 
· perfection 
· aristocratic beauty 
· emotional distance 
👉 Ask:
· Why “drown”? 
Guide:
· Beauty here is overwhelming, even dangerous 
· It demands submission from the viewer 

Step 4: Fragmentation of the Body (2 min)
Key line:
“She is so noble as to have / four necks”
Explain:
· The body is broken into parts: 
· neck 
· wrist 
· torso 
· gesture 
👉 This shows:
· Art turns a person into an object of study 
· The body becomes: 
· dissected 
· aestheticized 
· controlled 

Step 5: Jealousy and Class Anxiety (1.5 min)
Key lines:
“I want to love you… but I’m too jealous”
Explain:
· The speaker envies: 
· wealth 
· timeless beauty 
· access to “exclusive realms” 
👉 Important insight:
The poem critiques not just beauty—but the social systems behind beauty

Mini Conclusion (Say this clearly)
This poem shows how looking at beauty is never neutral—it involves power, class, and distance. The speaker is both drawn to and excluded from what she sees.

PART II: “H1N1” (8–13 min)

Step 1: Central Situation (1 min)
Explain:
· Speaker is: 
· pregnant 
· living during a pandemic 
👉 Key tension:
She must protect life (the child) while fearing life (infection, death)

Step 2: Fear of Contamination (2 min)
Key lines:
“Nothing touches me.”
“infection is a hazard of mercy”
Explain:
· Touch = danger 
· Care = risk 
👉 Ask:
· Why is “mercy” dangerous? 
Guide:
· Helping others → exposure 
· Love → vulnerability 

Step 3: Body as Boundary (2 min)
Explain:
· The speaker tries to: 
· control her body 
· monitor it (temperature, isolation) 
But:
👉 The body is:
· porous 
· unstable 
· shared (pregnancy) 
Key insight:
She is not one body—but two

Step 4: Religion + Science + Absurdity (2 min)
Point out:
· Biblical references: 
· “Legion” 
· “book of life” 
· Modern references: 
· Kindle 
· digital thermometer 
👉 Ask:
· Why mix sacred and mundane? 
Guide:
· The instability of how humans understand life, death, and control
Shows confusion in how we understand: 
· life 
· death 
· control 

Step 5: Motherhood and Fear (1.5 min)
Key idea:
· She hesitates to name the child 
· Naming = bringing into: 
· society 
· mortality 
👉 Final tension:
To create life is to expose it to death

Mini Conclusion
The poem captures the terrifying truth that love—especially maternal love—cannot protect against vulnerability. To care is to risk loss.

13–15 min | Final Synthesis + Exit Question
Ask students:
“How do these two poems define what it means to have a body?”
Guide toward:
Connections
	“Sometimes on my break”
	“H1N1”

	Body as object (looked at)
	Body as vulnerable (infected, changing)

	Distance from beauty
	Fear of physical closeness

	Envy of perfection
	Fear of imperfection/death



Final Takeaway (End with this)
Schiff shows us that the body is never stable—it is either being looked at, controlled, feared, or changed. And in all cases, it is never fully our own.

Optional Exit Prompt
“In one sentence: Which is more unsettling in Schiff’s poems—the idea of being seen, or the idea of being physically vulnerable? Why?”
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