A Word About Reading Poetry
1) First of all, RELAX. If you don't understand a line or a passage, so what. Just keep reading. 

2) Second of all, freaking SLOW DOWN. Poems aren't TV commercials. They don't come at you in millisecond-long blips. They're meant to be savored, enjoyed, re-read, thought about, felt. Poems WANT to be cared and thought about; TV advertisements rarely ask you to think. 

3) Read for voice, texture, sound. Just enjoy language like you did when you were a kid, learning to talk. There's no gun to your head. Enjoy whatever odd, new, twisted, or beautiful thing the poet is doing with words, even it you don't completely get it.
4) If, when reading a particular poem, you're utterly lost, don't understand a thing, and aren't getting anything whatsoever out of it, do the following:

a. Relax.

b. Go back over the piece, line by line, and mark the FIRST place where you get confused.  

c. Ask yourself at least 3 questions about that precise point in the poem.
d. Imagine possible answers to your questions.

e. Look up answers to those questions on the Web, email a classmate, or email instructor.

f. Re-read or skim the Norton introduction to the period in question, looking for clues and information that will help you know how to APPROACH the poem in question.

g. Put the poem away and read again tomorrow.

h. Then read it again the next day.

i. Then read it again the day after that.
j. Read the poem aloud.

k. Come to class the next day with specific questions.

