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Can I Touch Your Hair?:
Poems of Race, Mistakes, and Friendship

written by Irene Latham and Charles Waters
and illustrated by Sean Qualls and Selina Alko

Reading and Activity Guide

DURING READING

AFTER READING

Springboard Activities:

+ Ask students to share what they know about poetry. What or whose poems have they read 
before? Do they have a favorite poem/poet? Explain that sometimes poetry rhymes, but 
sometimes it doesnʼt! Poetry is a way to share your inner thoughts and feelings, to play with 
words, to write in different styles and rhythms!

+ You can share with students that this sweet, honest book was actually written by a white poet 
named Irene, and a black poet named Charles! While they were not actually friends as children, 
the stories in their poems really happened to them as kids. 

+ Explain + Explain that this book of poems also tells a story. Ask them to pay close attention to each 
poem -Who is the speaker, Irene or Charles? Where/what time of day is the poem happening? 
What is each poem talking about, and can you tell how the poet is feeling in each poem?

+ Invite children to think about a time they were partnered with someone they didnʼt like, when 
they felt left out at recess, when someone DID play with them at recess, when someone who hurt 
their feelings apologized to them. The poems they are about to hear touch on these ideas.

+ Feel free to pause after one poem or the pair of poems to discuss using the questions listed 
above or use the second page of supplemental questions for children who are ready and eager 
to dig deeper into these complex topics.

+ What did Irene and Charles discover by the end of the poem project?

+ Did you have a favorite poem? Which one? Why?

Activity #1: Different, but the Same! - Have each child partner up and encourage them to find (at least) 
one way that they are different from each other...but also some things they have in common - similar hobbies 
likes/dislikes, siblings, etc. In the classroom, you may partner up students who donʼt typically play together, or 
try “Speed Dating” style - give pairs 2 minutes to find commonalities/differences, then rotate partners, so they 
talk to multiple classmates. (Students may need help/prompts for connecting.) At the end, ask children to share 
any surprising discoveries. Ask them what they learned/remind them that we are all unique individuals and 
alalthough we are different, we do have things in common, and friendships come in surprising shapes and forms!
Activity #2: Poetry Festival- Using similar topics as Irene and Charles, take time to create your own poems. 
Think about your experiences. Use all five senses to gather lots of details to really describe your experience well 
to others! Write down your ideas and try crafting a poem! What title will you give your poem? Will it have any 
illustrations? Hint: Any writing piece is not ready the first time around. It is called a “rough draft”. Writers edit, 
change, tweak, throw away, and fix their writing many, many times before it is finally ready! Be willing to play 
around with your ideas and words to create a poem you are satisfied with. Happy writing!
AActivity #3: Meet the Authors - This Q&A with reveals what inspired them and what they hope inspires you.

For children in grades 5-8, check out this curriculum guide developed for the classroom.

http://9044c4.medialib.edu.glogster.com/ZA4OeJQng7gOFTMbVaAu/media/89/891767fa2294a17809c3681b0489fde51bc24ebc/can-i-touch-your-hair-guide.pdf
https://www.irenelatham.com/pdf/qa_hair.pdf
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LTqG-OjlFfI

