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The Omen

Dad said that when Mum first walked into class
she wore a question mark on her head.
A question mark? We laugh.

Yeah, it was sort of all brushed up on top of her head,
a plait thing sticking up, and she would pin one end down
like a question mark – on top of her head.

Ignore that man! Mum shouts from the kitchen.

YOUR HAIR,
YOUR FAMILY:
THE OMEN
Poem Discussion Guide for
Your Reading Friends Group
or One-to-One

Adapted from poet and
‘super-teacher’ Kate Clanchy’s 
From Poem to Poem resource 
available here from the
Forward Arts Foundation.

Kate is also the author of
How to Grow Your Own Poem 
(Picador, 2020).

Share your Vision poem 
with us online with

hashtag #ShareAPoem.



Rachel Long’s poem is engaging for so many reasons: it’s direct, witty and cool; it captures speech on the page; it tells us about 
a living relationship; it’s about black identity; and it captures the essence of a family myth, one of those stories almost all families 
treasure and pass down the generations.

This is also a poem that can inspire directly because of its subject matter. Almost everyone has something to say about hair,
especially hair and parents. Hair is political too: an important part of racial and ethnic identity, a marker of age and class, a battle 
line in the gender wars. Try searching for other poems about hair - Raymond Antrobus’s ‘Ode to My Hair’ and Sharon Old’s ‘35/10’ 
are powerful examples – and to tell stories about times theirs has been touched or cut.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

What happened to your hair (and beards) during lockdown – how did you feel about it? What 
changes did you make (or have to make) to your routine? Did you cut or style partner’s, loved 
ones’, or friends’ hair? Are there any changes that you’ll stick with? Any similar stories from
family or friends? 
 
Can you think of an instance where a loved one or close friend drastically changed their hair? 
Were they happy? Did it change how you saw them? Have you ever made any drastic changes? 
What were they?

Have you ever had a bad hair-cut? What happened? Or one that made you feel like a movie star? 

How often do you change your hair style? How has your hair changed over time? How do you 
feel about that? What has been your favourite hair style?

Think of some images you associate with your hair: if it were an animal what would it be? A 
plant? A landscape? A piece of punctuation? You could try writing a poem and build it around 
these images.

Or try thinking of a family member you associate with their hair and tell the story that comes with 
the memory, as simply as you can, but centring on an image like Long’s question mark. What title 
would you give your poem? Does it work as well as hers?

#ShareAPoem
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subjects, treated with a pin-sharp attention to the local
and specific (an estate ‘built like Tetris’, the ‘lit throat of a
candle’).

Her advice for poets starting out is to ‘listen to the poems
more than the noise around you; find good teachers,
honour them, make good friends, create a space for
yourself and for them.’

Kate Clanchy MBE is a poet, playwright and teacher. 

Some Kids I Taught and What They Taught Me has been
described by Philip Pullman as ‘the best book on children
and teaching and writing that I’ve ever read’. It is the
companion volume to England: Poems from a School,
an anthology of poetry by her students at the Oxford
Spires Academy.

She won the Forward Prize for Best First Collection in 1996.


