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We Real Cool
By Gwendolyn Brooks

1960

Gwendolyn Brooks (1917-2000) was an American poet, author, and teacher. On May 1, 1950, she became
the first African American woman to receive the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry. In this poem, Brooks describes
seeing a group of men in a pool hall and portrays them as not caring about responsibilities. As you read,
take note of how Brooks’s form contributes to the development of the theme of the poem.

THE POOL PLAYERS.

SEVEN AT THE GOLDEN SHOVEL.

We real cool. We
Left school. We

Lurk late. We
Strike straight. We

Sing sin. We
Thin gin. We

Jazz June. We
Die soon.
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which of the following identifies the central theme of the poem?
A. A carefree lifestyle can have dire consequences.
B. It is important to control the image other people have of you.
C. As long as you have a reliable group of friends, nothing else matters.
D. Your youth should be a time for fun, not responsibilities.

2. PART B: Which quote from the poem best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “The Pool Players. / Seven at the Golden Shovel.” (Lines 1-2)
B. “Lurk late. We / Strike straight. We” (Lines 5-6)
C. “Sing sin. We / Thin gin. We” (Lines 7-8)
D. “Jazz June. We / Die soon.” (Lines 9-10)

3. PART A: How does the tone evolve throughout the poem?
A. It remains light-hearted throughout the poem, as the boys don’t take their

actions or the possible consequences seriously.
B. It starts off as light-hearted but becomes serious as the consequences of the

boys’ carefree lifestyle becomes apparent.
C. It goes from being serious about the consequences of the boys’ actions to being

casual about them.
D. It remains consistently somber throughout the poem, as there are clearly

consequences for every decision the boys make.

4. PART B: Which stanza from the poem best supports the answer to Part A?
A. We real cool. We / Left school. We (Stanza 1, Lines 3-4)
B. Lurk late. We / Strike straight. We (Stanza 2, Lines 5-6)
C. Sing sin. We / Thin gin. We (Stanza 3, Lines 7-8)
D. Jazz June. We / Die soon. (Stanza 4, Lines 9-10)

5. What is the effect of the repetition of the word “we” throughout the poem?
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. In your opinion, how does the poet view the pool players? Does she blame them for their
bleak fates ahead or have sympathy for them?

2. In the context of the poem, what makes you who you are? How are the boys’ identities
constructed in the poem?

3. In the context of the poem, what can we learn from tragedy? Is the poet hoping to impart a
message to readers on how to avoid the fate of the boys in her poem? What might that be?
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