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Welcome to this resource on Lena Khalaf Tuffaha’s debut poetry collection Water & Salt. If you’d 
like to keep a copy of this hyperdoc, click “File” above, and select “Make a copy” under the 
drop-down options.  
 
This hyperdoc has introductory material, videos of specific poems, note-taking suggestions for 
specific poems in the collection, two writing prompts inspired by Water & Salt, a variety of 
approaches for understanding the work as a whole, several discussion questions from 
#THEBOOKCHAT held in November 2020, and links to other resources like this one.   
 

 
Click on the images below to see Tuffaha’s publications and her bio. 

  
 
 

https://www.indiebound.org/book/9781597090292
https://www.lenakhalaftuffaha.com/books.html
https://www.lenakhalaftuffaha.com/bio.html


 
Click the screenshots below on the left to view & reflect on four poetry readings  

 

What are your initial reactions to this reading? Any image or 
line that stands out, any shift in the tone that surprised you, 
etc.  

 

What are your initial reactions to this reading, Tuffaha’s 
homage to a poet that inspired her? Again any image or line 
that stands out, any shift in the tone that surprised you, 
anything that emerged from her own voice.  

 

On her website, Tuffaha explains that “Running Orders” (39) 
was the the first poem she posted on her personal Facebook 
page, a poem written “at a time when [she] was losing faith in 
words”. How does viewing of this reading, with multiple 
readers, inform your own reading of the poem on the page?   

 

Okay, same poem, different context. Consider your reactions to 
this public unannounced reading. How / can poetry work in 
public? How do you think Tuffaha would feel about her poetry 
being read like this? 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GpbvZnP2oXc
https://youtu.be/t8CxXJ9Bas8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9Eb0mHTcroQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.lenakhalaftuffaha.com/running-orders.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uIS_Fxhy6zw


 

 

Drop by drop, grain by grain 
 

Before you consider the work as a whole, have your students take a critical and curious look at Tuffaha’s 
craft by means of individual poems. By soliciting first impressions in these small ways, you will be able to 
read the entirety of Water & Salt with your antennae attuned to her project, her subject, and her genius. 
Here is a single-poem analysis by Hayfield Secondary School English teacher Brian Hannon, and here is a 
reflection by poet Naomi Shihab Nye about a single Tuffaha poem that might serve as models for you. 
 
Click one of the journal banners below for an individual Tuffaha poem (the two Taos Journal images take 
you to two different poems). Read your assigned poem carefully, making note of any poetic techniques or 
devices that contribute to the overall meaning of the poem. Be prepared to share your ideas with your 
classmates, for example:  
 
❏​ How would you describe the attitude the speaker of your poem has toward her subject? What words or 

images make this tone explicit?  
❏​ What is the function of each stanza in the poem you chose? What words or images stand out in each 

stanza?  
❏​ What is the argument of the poem that you chose? What does the speaker want you to believe or do or 

ponder as a result of the poem? What words or images make that argument explicit?  
 

 

 

 
 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/126FGdP6kFkqfMWTmPuZE1LHBq11z3WwL/view?usp=sharing
https://poetrysociety.org/features/readinginthedark/naomi-shihab-nye-on-lena-khalaf-tuffahas-lullaby
https://poetrysociety.org/features/readinginthedark/naomi-shihab-nye-on-lena-khalaf-tuffahas-lullaby
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/naomi-shihab-nye
http://www.taosjournalofpoetry.com/upon-arrival/
https://lunchticket.org/ruin/
http://www.taosjournalofpoetry.com/its-beirut-out-here/


 
Writing challenge #1: The poem on the right (“Drowning” on page 35 of Water & Salt) is modeled after the 
poem on the left, “Toxin” by Bei Dao. For a reading challenge, you might discuss what about the Dao poem 
might have inspired Tuffaha’s homage. For a writing challenge, follow Tuffaha’s example to create a work 
of your own. A twelve-line poem, with successively shorter stanzas, introduced by single- line stanzas. [By 
the way, here is a different translation of Bei Dao’s poem, with access to the poem in the original Chinese!] 

 
The words / phrases Tuffaha draws upon from Dao:  

Line 1: breath catches short 
Line 2: window 

Line 4: music of a  
Line 6: it’s yesterday’s [...], its love 

Line 9: I take this moment 
Line 10: give me another [...] 

Line 11: I’ve made a [...] 
 

  

 ​
 

 

http://www.cerisepress.com/02/05/poison#english


 
 

Writing challenge #2: “Naming It” (94) is the penultimate poem of Water & Salt, a poem driven by the 
repeated assertion: “I love to tell you where I am from.” The tone is not simple--few things in Tuffaha’s 
poems are, after all. Each stanza seems to confirm that the poem is as much about a listener’s 
misperception of where the speaker is from as it is about the speaker’s own love of telling us.  

 
 
Now, get a notebook and a timer. Think of where you’re from--in your notebook, make a list of how it’s 
understood, how it’s misunderstood. Think of the world’s “playlist” (line 13) of where you’re from--in your 
notebook, make a list of images or stereotypes or media accounts of where you’re from.  
 
Now, mindful of those notes, set your timer for four minutes. Imagine an actual listener, someone who’s 
never walked where you’ve walked, never seen what you’ve seen. Now write for four minutes to that 
person about where you’re from--begin with the words “I love to tell you where I am from.”  
 
After four minutes, skip a line. Now repeat that process two or three more times, always beginning with 
the sentence “I love to tell you where I am from.”   
 
What is the story you need to dispel about where you’re from? How can writing dispel it? 
 
[Graffiti photo by Dan Meyers, cityscape photo by Toa Heftiba.]   

 
 

https://unsplash.com/photos/QYfFCOFqf7o
https://unsplash.com/photos/qlCWg_v1PmY
https://unsplash.com/photos/QYfFCOFqf7o
https://unsplash.com/photos/qlCWg_v1PmY


 
Here are a few ideas, any one of which can give a reader  

an accessible and thoughtful entrance to the collection as a whole. 
 

Palestine and political history:  
Let’s be honest. This region of the world is difficult to understand, and voicing an opinion on this part of the 
world can lead to misunderstandings. Perhaps before having students address this topic, outline some 
norms for having difficult discussions (such as the four-step plan outlined on page 10 of Teaching 
Tolerance’s Difficult Conversations guide), and direct students to reputable history sources about the area. 
Now, for Tuffaha herself ... 
 
How does this journalistic account complicate or confirm your reading of “Running Orders” (39)? “They call 
us now / before they drop the bombs” (lines 1-2).  
 
How does this encyclopedia entry on the word Intifada complicate or confirm your reading of “Intifada 
Portrait” (43-44)? “I have a Palestinian friend” (line 1).  
 
How does Tuffaha’s account of the United States’ presence in Palestine complicate or confirm your sense 
of America’s stated security goals in & vision for Palestine? See specifically “Superpowers” (58), 
“Exceptional” (60), and “National Security Advisory” (68). “[N]one of this is carpool-appropriate 
conversation” (“Superpowers”, line 7).  
 
Palestine and family history: 
Tuffaha populates Water & Salt with grandmothers & uncles, specific houses & neighborhoods. In what 
ways do these domestic details disrupt the single story you might have brought to this collection about 
Palestine?  
 
Many of Water & Salt’s poems focus on traveling--either being forced into exile from Palestine or returning 
to Palestine after a long absence … even a journey in the mind and heart back to her origins. In what ways 
does this collection give you a new lens on the archetypal journey narrative you might have seen 
elsewhere?  
 
Tuffaha brings her heritage, her family, her people to life on the senses, sometimes by means of imagery 
related to food and ritual. How do her food-and-drink-focused works complement her “political” poems? 
In what ways do these cultural and domestic moments make you think anew about food & family in your 
life? What deeper political meaning is stirred into the content of poems like “Blue Morning Music” (49) or 
“Instructions for Making Arabic Coffee” (72)?  
​
 

http://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/TT%20Difficult%20Conversations%20web.pdf
https://www.history.com/topics/middle-east/palestine
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/09/world/middleeast/by-phone-and-leaflet-israeli-attackers-warn-gazans.html
https://www.britannica.com/topic/intifadah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_security_assistance_to_the_Palestinian_National_Authority#References
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/president-donald-j-trumps-vision-peace-prosperity-brighter-future-israel-palestinian-people/


 
Form:  
Water & Salt is divided into three sections. What unites each of these sections as a distinct unit? How 
does the third section “Amulets for the Journey” (pages 65-96) serve as an appropriate resolution?  
 
Anaphora in a literary term meaning the repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of successive 
lines in a poem. Tuffaha doesn’t deploy anaphora exactly, but it’s close. Consider carefully the effects of the 
repetition Tuffaha uses to open stanzas in any one of the following poems: “Upon Arrival” (15), “Time 
Travel” (17), “Circling the Dome of the Sky” (28), “Mountain, Stone” (36), “Naming It” (94).  
 
Readers of Water & Salt will notice the way that certain poems, certain actions in the collection cannot be 
resolved easily. Consider carefully the effects of Tuffaha’s choice to craft the following poems ending in 
questions: “Intifada Portrait” (43), “Again and Again” (45), “Ruin” (47), “Blue Morning Music” (49).  
 

 
Further reading, suggested by Tuffaha herself:  
❏​ Jewish Voices for Peace 
❏​ Palestine Solidarity Committee of Seattle maintains this site for readers interested in a timeline and 

history of the conflict.  
❏​ Voices from A Promised Land: Palestinian and Israeli Peace Activists Speak Their Hearts by Penny 

Rosenwasser 
❏​ Palestine by Joe Sacco 
❏​ After the Last Sky by Edward Said 
❏​ The Question of Palestine by Edward Said 

 
 
 
#THEBOOKCHAT Questions, November 8, 2020: 
 
WU What’s the most political work you’ve taught, and how did it work for you & the class? 
Q1 What detail or image or subject of Tuffaha’s poetry will stick with you, and why?  
Q2  What sense of Palestine is confirmed or challenged by this collection? 
Q3  How does Tuffaha’s poetry compare with stories of cultural heritage you’ve encountered 
before—either those you’ve taught or those you’ve inherited? 
Q4  How would you describe the arc or path of the collection as a whole? 
Q5 What topic or text would Water & Salt disrupt or complement in your curriculum? What activities do 
you see working well for students to discover meaning in this work? 
 

https://jewishvoiceforpeace.org/
https://t.co/KqdE3nm917?amp=1
https://www.amazon.com/Voices-Promised-Land-Palestinian-Activists/dp/0915306573
https://www.indiebound.org/book/9781560974321
https://www.indiebound.org/book/9780231114493
https://www.indiebound.org/book/9780679739883


 
For more shareable hyperdocs like this one compiled for #THEBOOKCHAT by Scott 
Bayer & Joel Garza, click here. 
 
Here is a Google Slides presentation/lesson created by Brian Hannon you can use 
for in-person, hybrid, or virtual teaching. For many more lessons like this, check out 
the LMS Voice Curriculum Database.  
 
For more shareable #TeachLivingPoets resources from Melissa Smith, click here. 
Pre-order Melissa’s book, Teach Living Poets, forthcoming with NCTE in Feb 2020.  

 

https://twitter.com/Lyricalswordz
https://twitter.com/Lyricalswordz
https://twitter.com/JoelRGarza
http://bit.ly/THEBOOKCHAT
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1cvtrdQ8CsBtyFIqc5ExCvhh6IF8tgHkqTC_r2oLsCrU/copy
https://teachlivingpoets.com/2020/09/23/lms-voice-curriculum-database-new-poetry-resource/
https://teachlivingpoets.com/
https://store.ncte.org/book/teach-living-poets#_=_
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