Question #1
Wilbur and Collins

Sample B

While it well known that we must fabricate stories and explanations to appease the ignorant minds of young children, there must exist a limitation to prevent the extreme form as found in Billy Collin’s poem “The History Teacher.”  It should be noted that these two poems, “A Barred Owl” and “A History Teacher” are from two completely different collections of works as seen in the notations.  Richard Wilbur’s poem is a wonderful recreation of a typical “pre-bed time” child who finds fear in the dark.  Wilbur uses very powerful diction in his use, of words in the phrases “warping night”, “darkened room”, and domesticate fear.”  The child is afraid of the alien sound she hears coming from a branch outside of her window.  Her assumed guardian passifies her by giving her a explanation personifying the owl.  Wilbur writes, “an odd question from a forrest bird, asking us . . . who cooks for you?”  Wilbur explains his own rational in the following stanza.  As it is very true, “words, which can make our terrors bravely clear, can also thus domesticate a fear.”  Because the truth, as the child’s guardian knows, is that a child dreaming of a talking owl, is much more pleasurable than a child dreaming of “a small thin in a claw. . eaten raw.”

The poem “The History Teacher” takes a different approach in order to provide an explanation for children.  The poet Billy Collins primary and most central literary device is satire.  Unlike the previous poems, the children are redirected towards fantastic fables that completely distort the truth.  His explanations, though sometimes very comical, are not the proper way to deal with the ignorance of a child.  For instance, “the stone age became the Gravel Age, named after the long driveways of the time,” is not a dilution of truth, it is a blatant farse.  Now it can be understood that comedy does wonderful things to a child’s mind, but these children are in school to learn.  Collins wrote in the first line that the history teacher’s goal was to “protect his students’ innocence” while he is doing this, he is also misleading the children’s factual accuracy of past.

These tow poems differ greatly in their literary styles, and the way in which their characters deal with children.  The second poem is cute and comical, but it is unrealistic and would challenge kids rather than help them.  The first poem is an excellent way to calm a child, and it does not damage the integrity of a young child’s mind.

Sample ZZ


Richard Wilbur and Billy Collins both explore in their poetry the phenomenon of raising children.  Wilbur’s “A Barred Owl” relates an anecdote of a child who wakes at night from hearing an owl’s call.  The parents tell her that the owl merely asked, “Who cooks for you?” and with this white lie, the child is comforted and is able to sleep again.  In contrast to this, Collins’s “The History Teacher” describes a teacher who tries to shelter his students from the difficult truths of the past.  However, the students beat up other children, showing that they have no innocence to preserve,’ the teacher carries on, oblivious of his own failure.  In both poems, adults deceive children for reasons that they believe to be in the child’s best interests.  However, both through content and through techniques such as end rhyme, onomatopoeia, and constant ten-syllable lines, Wilbur shows the parents’ success in protecting their child.  Meanwhile, Collins uses a tone of dark irony which shows the speaker’s disdain for the teacher’s failed attempts to protect his students.


The most obvious difference in poetic technique between the two poems is certainly Wilbur’s clear rhyme scheme and Collins’s lack of any end rhyme.  The rhymes in “A Barred Owl” help to create a light, somewhat comic mood.  Though “The History Teacher” also makes use of a light and comic mood, it derives only from the content, not the structure of the poem.  This helps to show the irony of the speaker’s description.  Without the rhyme pattern Wilbur’s poem, Collins’s work shows a dark tint to its light mood.


Another striking feature of “A Barred Owl” is its clear and consistent meter and organization.  Each line has ten syllables, ending with a masculine rhyme, or rhyme with the last syllable stressed.  Each stanza contains six lines, including three rhyming pairs.  These give the poem a sense of completeness and rightness.  Conversely, “The History Teacher” shows none of this smooth consistency.  The stanzas vary from two to nine lines; the lines run from three to more than twelve syllables.  In addition the lines tend to have an odd number of syllables, rather than even.  All of these things contribute to the poem’s choppy feel, telling the reader that something is not quite right.

Last, Collins uses frequent historical references to illustrate how thoroughly the teacher is deceiving his pupils.  This gives the poem a serious tone, especially as the reader sees that each of the teacher’s explanations is an utter falsehood.  Wilbur uses no such serious examples, choosing instead a harmless sound in the night to illustrate adults’ protection of children.  Thus, while Collins ridicules the supposed protection of childrens’ innocence while Wilbur reminisces about the things that are kept from children in order to keep them happy.


Overall, the subject of each poem is very similar; they both discuss the protection of children at the expense of truth.  However, while Collins portrays this as a futile and misguided gesture, Wilbur shows it to be an effective and perhaps even necessary act.  The speaker’s point of view in each poem is shown clearly by the literary techniques used in its construction, and the tone in each is perfect to express the speaker’s point.
Sample NNN

In “A Barred Owl” and “The History Teacher,” two poets describe efforts by adults to soothe the curiosity and fear of young children.  However, the literary devices used by the two authors reveal two very different intentions and end results.  Whereas Wilbur uses a simple rhyme scheme, a humorous tone and juxtaposition of the rational and the absurd to depict the narrator’s attempt to “domesticate” irrational fears, Collins uses trivializing diction and other devices to show that the teacher’s attempt to shield his students form relevant facts and real world issues is both ironic and unfruitful.




The simple and soothing nature of “A Barred Owl” is in part helped by the rhyme scheme of the poem.  Structuring the poem in couplets, Wilbur explains the supposedly frightening situation with relative simplicity, writing “The warping night air having brought the boom/Of an owl’s voice into her darkened room.”  Wilbur furthers this sense of simplicity, using a humorous tone to portray the narrator’s explanation to his child.  He writes “We tell the wakened child that all she heard/Was an odd question from a forest bird.” Telling the child that the sound of the owl is realistically just the sound of a forest bird, Wilbur humorously trivializes the child’s inquisition as nothing short of absurd.  Lastly, Wilbur directly contrasts between the child’s fear and reality to show the irrationality of the fear.  Wilbur writes, “Send a small child back to sleep at night…Or dreaming of some small thing in a claw/Borne up to some dark branch and eaten raw.”  To contrast fantasy with reality, Wilbur juxtaposes the child’s calm response to his parents’ words with imagery of the child’s original fear, glorified in all of its horror.  Thus, Wilbur portrays the narrator’s successful attempt at answering the irrational fear of his child.

Collins describes a similar attempt to provide explanations for children.  However, whereas the narrator in the first poem trivializes an irrational and absurd fear, the history teacher in the second poem trivializes important and relevant issues, thereby forcing his students to become more ignorant.  Collins opens the poem with a sarcastic tone, writing “Trying to protest his students’ innocence/He told them the Ice Age was really just/the Chilly Age, a period of a million years/when everyone had to wear sweaters.”  The description of the teacher’s efforts as an attempt to “protect his students’ innocence” is ironic in that through this attempt, the teacher ultimately misinforms and miseducates his students on historical truths.  This contrasts with “A Barred Owl,” since the curiosity in “A Barred Owl” is only a childish response, whereas the curiosity of the students in “The History Teacher” demand actual explanation form the teacher.  Collins further shows that the teacher’s approach to educating his students is flawed, writing “The War of the Roses took place in a garden/and the Enola Gay dropped one tiny atom in Japan.”  Whereas Wilbur’s description of the narrator’s explanation is humorous in its absurdity, Collins’ play on words with historical battles and atrocities only trivializes real world dangers in a despicable manner.  Collins goes on to show that this trivialization has no ultimate benefit on the students.  Collins writes “The children would leave his classroom/for the playground to torment the weak/and the smart…while he gathered up his notes and walked home.”  Contrasting the students’ misconduct with the teacher’s ignorance, Collins implies a causation between the teacher’s inability to truly educate his students and tier subsequent misconduct.


Whereas Wilbur portrays a good-faith effort made to shield a child from a fear because the fear is inconsequential, Collins juxtaposes a teacher’s efforts to shield his students from historical truth and tier subsequent behavior to sow that the time he spends misinforming his students could be better used to encourage maturity.
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Most adults lie to a child about the real world in order to protect them from fears and insecurities.  The poems “A Barred Owl” by Richard Wilbur and “The History Teacher” by Billy Collins are about adults making up stories so that the children won’t have any fears.  In “The History Teacher” Collins uses irony and does an allusion to Pearl Harbor.  In “A Barred Owl” Wilbur uses literary devices such as rhyme scheme, repetition and personification to calm the girl’s fear.  The poems make the reader think whether it is correct or incorrect to lie to a child.


Richard Wilbur and Billy Collins use different literary devices to bring their point accross. In “A Barred Owl” Wilbur uses rhyme scheme to calm the child. He also personifies the forest bird or owl.  Many times personifying may create confusion in a child, and most likely Wilbur is using personification to confuss the girl and that way she can just forget about what happened.  He also uses repetition when he says “Who cooks for you” so that the child can understand that it was just an odd question from the forest bird.  On the other hand, the history teacher makes an allusion to Pearl Harbor in stanza 4 when he is teaching his child about “The War of Roses”.  Since the history teacher doesn’t want the children to find out about reality yet, he uses sensitive words to teach them.  It is ironic that he sees them as innocent children but once the children leave the classroom they begin to “torment the weak and the smart.”  


Both poems are related in that it makes the reader reflect whether we should lie or not to a child.  For example, it is ironic that the History teacher wouldn’t tell the truth to the children but, yet, they were violent.  Maybe if the teacher teaches the truth the children would know what violent leads to and that is not correct.  In “A Barred Owl” the odd question creates confussion in a child.  Growing up with confussions may lead to problems but if one is straightforward with a child, without being harsh, they may grow up quicker and understand situations better.



In conclusion, Wilbur and Collins use different literary devices to make their points but at the end they bring the same message across.
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In “The History Teacher” by Billy Collins and “A Barred Owl” by Richard Wilbur, scenes which Adults explain situations to children are described.  In both of the poems, the adults describe either past historical events or contemporary happenings in such a way as to prevent children from seeing the full extent of harsh reality.  Both Poems either state explicitly or infer that the adults’ goal is to protect the children from the entire truth.  Yet, in the first poem, by Wilbur, the adults seek only to calm a child by assuring her fears—which are somewhat plausible—are not possible.  However, in the second poem, by Collins, the adult actively lies to the children about events that would no longer affect them and of which they have no apparent fear.  The adult in this second poem is much less effective in accomplishing his goal, and the poet uses literary devices to show this; whereas in the first poem, the adults accomplish exactly what they set out to, and the poet also uses literary devices to demonstrate this.  Thus, while both poems describe a similar situation, the two poets use different literary devices to accentuate the difference in adults’ approaches to and the outcomes of the two situations.


In “A Barred Owl,” Wilbur sets up a situation in which the child has reason to be fearful.  Through diction such as “boom” “warping night air” and “darkened” Wilbur evokes the image of a scene that would be terrifying for any “small child.”  He thus convinces the reader that it is necessary for the adults to do something to quell the child’s fear.  By using first-person voice, Wilbur directly involves the reader in the situation, eliciting feelings of sympathy for the child and obligation to do something.  Thus, the reader is able to directly empathize with the adults in the poem because he is one of them.  Wilbur also uses rhyme scheme throughout the poem’s entirety, causing it to resemble a soothing lullaby, or at least to have lyrical qualities.  This pleases the reader’s ear, and evokes natural agreement with the course of action.  Thus, using all these different literary devices, Wilbur causes the reader to support the way the adults handled the situation and to agree with the justification of their actions that he gives in the second stanza.

In Contrast, Collins, in his “The History Teacher,” uses very different literary devices to make the reader disagree with his adult’s actions.  Collins uses third-person point-of-view, which allows the reader to separate himself from the character.  Collins uses a satirical writing style to emphasize the contrast between what the History teacher is trying to accomplish and what he does accomplish.  Collins diction almost mocks the teacher form the beginning, saying that the history teacher was “trying” to prevent his students from seeing the harshness of reality when he was actually far from succeeding.  Collins also mocks the history teacher in the end of the poem when he describes a stereotypical scene of blissful ignorance, complete with “white picket fences.”  Using his style, Collins creates a distaste for the teacher and what he is doing.  Collins also reveals the failure of the teacher’s attempts to protect his students innocence by showing their malicious behavior after class.  In doing so, Collins only encourages the reader’s contempt for the teacher.  The final ironical contrast that Collins sets up is that in trying to present his students from moral corruption, the teacher himself is acting unethically by lying to them.  Portraying the teacher as a hypocrite erases any credibility he or his actions might possess.


The two poems show tow opposing ways an author involves the reader in his work.  Wilbur uses literary devices that please the reader and highlight the aspects of the poem that evoke sympathetic responses to actions Wilbur believes are morally upright.  Collins on the other hand, uses literary devices to point out aspects of his character that he knows the reader will dislike and that he himself believes are unethical.  Collins, like Wilbur, involves the reader in his scene, yet he involves the reader through opposition rather then sympathy towards his characters.
