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TPCASTT: 7 Steps to Unpuzzle a Poem 
Directions: Use these 7 steps to figure out the “puzzle” of a poem and reveal what it’s really about. 
 

Step 1: Title  
Look to the title for clues. Based on the title alone, what do you think the poem might be about? 
 

Step 2: Paraphrase 
Read through the poem line by line and try to put the poem in your own words and define unknown 
words. In some cases, especially longer poems, you may be able to summarize each stanza instead. 
 

Step 3: Connotation (the poetic devices) 
Find examples of poetic and figurative devices in the poem (e.g. imagery, simile, metaphor, 
personification, hyperbole) and sound devices (rhyme, alliteration, onomatopoeia). Identify the most 
important ones and explain what they do or mean in the poem. 

• For example, I found personification, such as when the poet writes: 
 “’Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!’ cries she / With silent lips. Give me your tired, your poor / 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free” (9-11) 

• Here’s what the poet is really trying to say or do: 
The poet is describing the statue as if she’s speaking; she’s giving her life as she welcomes the 
immigrants arriving on America’s shores. 
 

Step 4: Attitude (a.k.a. tone) 
How does the speaker feel about the topic he/she/it is addressing? For example, a heavy metal song will 
often have an angry or aggressive tone based on its lyrics and music, whereas pop songs tend to have 
cheerful, optimistic, or sometimes melodramatic tones.  
Use multiple adjectives to describe the tone and point to lines that show it. 
 

Step 5: Shift 
Look for places where the poem changes significantly, whether in meaning, tone, or even form. These 
are often clues to the poem’s central meaning. Some things to watch for: 
• transition or contrast words (but, yet, however, although) 
• pausing or shifting punctuation (dashes, periods, colons, ellipsis) 
• stanza divisions 
• changes in line or stanza length or both 
• irony 
• changes in sound or meter that may indicate changes in meaning 
• changes in diction (word choice) or tone 

 

Step 6: Title (revisited) 
Now that you’ve worked your way through the puzzle of the poem, does the title bring any new insight? 
 

Step 7: Theme 
What subject(s) does the poem address and what message does the poet want us to take away about 
those subjects? What’s the overall insight about life the poet is trying to communicate in this poem?  


