
Instructions

1. As you read, mark a ? wherever you are confused or curious about something.

2. After reading, look at the places you marked. Write your questions on sticky notes.

3. Choose two questions to bring to the sharing questions activity:

• A question about a part that confuses you the most.

• A question about a part that interests you the most.

A collection of poetry is “like a tomato 

plant.” So says poet Francisco X. Alarcón. “From 

a small seed it sprouts, then grows and grows. 

Poems need good soil, sunlight, water, air, and 

lots of care and tending,” he adds.

Alarcón has written collections of poetry for 

young people and adults. Through his poetry, 

he expresses his identity. Most of his poems 

are published in Spanish, his first language, and 

also in English. “I write about life, about what 

happens to me, what happens to my friends, 

what happens to my family, what happens in 

Becoming  
Francisco X. Alarcón
Joyce McGreevy

tending: caring for

expresses: says what a person thinks or feels, using words or 
gestures

identity: the things that make you who you are
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The  highlighted words  will 
be important to know as you 
work on this unit.
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the world,” he says. The seeds for writing such 

personal poetry were planted in Alarcón at a 

young age. 

Two Cultures 
Alarcón was born in Wilmington, California in 

1954. His mother’s family left Mexico in 1917 and 

she was born in the United States. But after she 

married Alarcón’s father, they often visited family 

in Mexico. Alarcón wrote about his memories of 

those trips in his poem “1. From the Bellybutton 

of the Moon/Del ombligo de la luna.”

Here’s how the poem begins: 

1. From the Bellybutton of the Moon/ 
Del ombligo de la luna

cuando whenever
digo I say
“México” “Mexico”

siento  I feel
en la cara the same wind
el mismo viento on my face

que sentía I felt when 
al abrir I would open 
la ventanilla the window

en mi primer on my first
viaje al sur trip south
en coche by car
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Alarcón’s family moved to Mexico when 

he was six. But when he was a young adult, 

Alarcón moved back to California. Because 

Alarcón has spent so much time in Mexico 

and the United States, he thinks of himself 

as bicultural.

Two Languages
Alarcón first began writing poetry as a teenager 

because of his abuela in Mexico. She sang 

bicultural: belonging to two different cultures. Cultures are 
the beliefs and ways of life of a certain group of people.

abuela: Spanish for “grandmother”

Alarcón moved from Wilmington, California to Guadalajara, Mexico when he was six.
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beautiful songs. She created the songs herself, 

but she didn’t write them down. Alarcón started 

to write them down for her. If he forgot a line, 

he would make up a new one.

He also loved his grandfather’s tales of 

ancient Mexico. After Alarcón finished college, 

he studied in Mexico. There he wrote a book 

of poems in English, Spanish, and Nahuatl, the 

language of the Aztec people. 

Being bilingual is important to Alarcón. 

“Imagine if I did not have access to the 

memories of my grandmother, or to my 

grandfather,” he says in one interview. “If I 

could not talk to my uncles in Spanish, I would 

be very poor, as a person.” 

ancient: very old

bilingual: able to speak two languages

access: a way of being able to use something
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Alarcón has written many books of poetry for children and adults. 

Yes, You Can!
Alarcón wanted to become a poet from an early 

age. His father gave him a love of literature. 

“He was a reader of books all the time,” 

Alarcón recalls. Alarcón says his mother was 

“the one who really pushed us” to succeed. She 

told her seven children, “Do whatever you want 

to do, but do it well!” 

Alarcón and his brothers and sisters all went 

to college. The poem “My Mother’s Hands/ 
Las manos de mi madre” tells how Alarcón’s 

mother encouraged her children to do well 

in life. 

literature: written works, like books, poems, and plays

recalls: remembers
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Find Your Voice
Alarcón likes to visit schools to talk about 

poetry with students. He suggests that 

students try writing about memories and 

family members. He says children can often 

do this “in no time, right there, on the spot.” 

Alarcón tells a story about one boy who 

wrote a poem. It began, “My father is tall and 

strong, and when he sees me, he laughs.” When 

the boy read his poem aloud, he was very 

Las manos de  My Mother’s 
mi madre Hands

“aquí todo lo que quieran “here you can become
pueden llegar a ser”  all you want to be”

mi madre nos recuerda  my mother reminds us 
repitiendo: repeating:

“¡sí se puede!” “¡sí se puede!—
 “¡sí se puede!”  yes, you can do it!” 

Here is how the poem ends:
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moved by his own work. Alarcón believes that 

poetry empowers children because it helps 

them reflect on their lives.

Does Alarcón have advice for young writers?

“Find your own voice,” he says. “It’s okay 

to write about your own dreams, using your 

own language.” He believes each language “is 

a window to the universe. And so the more 

windows you have, the more access to the 

universe you have, too.”

empowers: gives someone the power to do something

reflect on: think carefully and deeply about

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 

After you mark the text with ?s, write your 
questions and choose two of them to bring to 
the sharing questions activity. Then check the 
box above and go to the next page.

Quotes in text from:
• Laughing Tomatoes and Other Spring 

Poems, Francisco X. Alarcón.
• “An Interview with Francisco X. 

Alarcón,” colorincolorado.org.
• “Being Bilingual,” Colorincolorado 

YouTube video.
• “Francisco Alarcón Interview,” 

Leeandlow YouTube video.
• “Poetry Empowers,” Colorincolorado 

YouTube video.
• “Poet Francisco Alarcón,” 

Colorincolorado YouTube video.
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