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Key Vocabulary for Making Inferences 

infer suggest conclude 
bring to mind hint  at imply 
interpret consequently therefore 
 
 
Writers don’t always describe everything that is happening. It is up to the reader to figure 
out why characters may be acting or feeling a certain way. When readers draw these 
types of conclusions, they are making inferences, guesses made based on both evidence 
and the reader’s prior knowledge. Often, making inferences requires readers to “read 
between the lines.” The reader’s own experiences and prior knowledge about people, 
places, ideas, and events will help him or her make inferences or reasonable guesses. 
 

Before You Read 
 

1. The metaphor of the poem is that life is not a crystal chair. Why is life like? Write 5 
metaphors of your own. 
 

• Life is a box of chocolates 
     because______________________________ . 
• Life is a _______________________ because 

____________________________________. 
• Life is a _______________________ because 

____________________________________. 
• Life is a _______________________ because 

____________________________________. 
• Life is a _______________________ because 

____________________________________. 
 

2. Everyone has struggles. Write about your struggles in a short paragraph. Focus on 
three struggles or problems that you have had within the last few years. 
 
Topic sentence: I have had three problems during the last few years. 
1. Problem one: 
 
2. Problem two: 
 
3. Problem three: 
 
 
Write your paragraph based on this outline. 
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Mother To Son 

 
Well, son, I'll tell you: 
Life for me ain't been no crystal stair. 
It's had tacks in it, 
And splinters, 
And boards torn up, 
And places with no carpet on the floor— 
Bare. 
But all the time  
I'se been a-climbin' on, 
And reachin' landin's, 
And turnin' corners, 
And sometimes goin' in the dark 
Where there ain't been no light. 
So, boy, don't you turn back. 
Don't you set down on the steps. 
'Cause you finds it's kinder hard. 
Don't you fall now— 
For I'se still goin', honey, 
I'se still climbin', 
And life for me ain't been no crystal stair. 
 
Starting in line 2 of this poem and continuing to the end, the mother makes many 
comparisons between her life and a particular kind of staircase. List the details of the 
speaker's metaphor. 
 
1. tacks and splinters 
2.  
3. 
4. 
5. 
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Questions 

 
1. Who is the speaker? What is her attitude toward her son? 
Who is the audience? 
 
2. What are the positive parts of a crystal stair? 
 
3. What are the "tacks and splinters" of life? 
 
4. Why would climbing up a stair that was missing a few boards be 
a problem? 
 
5. Why would a stair without carpet be a problem? 
 
6. What are the "landings" in life? What are the "corners?" 
 
7. What would be an example of the darkness in life? Why would 
climbing the stairs in the dark be a problem? 
 
8. When walking up the stairs, why is turning back a problem? 
 
9. Why is sitting down on a stair a problem? 
 
10. What advice is the mother giving to her son? 
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Fill in the following chart. 

 
Textual Clues Inference 

…tacks in it and splinters… 
 

The speaker suggests that 

…boards torn up… 
 

The speaker infers that 

places with no carpet on the 
floor… 

The speaker hints that 

I’se been a-climbin’ 
on…reaching 
landing…turning corners… 

The speaker hints that 

…ain’t been no light… 
 

The speaker implies 

Don’t you set down on the 
steps ‘cause you finds it’s 
kinder hard. 

The speaker is suggesting that her son 

Don’t you fall now—For 
I’se still goin’… 

I can infer that she feels 

…life ain’t been no crystal 
stair. 

I can conclude 

 
Analytical Writing Assignment 

 
Write a paragraph explaining and analyzing three inferences that 
you have made about the speaker of this poem and as you conclude 
this paragraph, state the theme that is developed by the inferences. 
 
Step 1: make an outline 
 
Topic sentence: I have made three inferences about the speaker of 
the poem. 
 
CD1: tacks and splinters 
 
CD 2: "I'se been a climbin' on" 
 
CD 3: The speaker is afraid that he son is about to give up. 
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Model Paragraph 

 
 I can make three inferences about this poem. First, the speaker has had a hard life 
with "tacks" and "splinters" and "boards torn up." During her life she has been hurt in 
many small ways just as a splinter hurts in a small way. Second, she has not given up. 
She could have sat down on any of the landing of her life but she did not. When the lights 
on the stair went out, she could have stopped and waited for the lights to come back on so 
that she could continue her climb in safety but she didn't. She kept climbing on in the 
dark, even though she might step on a tack or trip over a missing board. Third, she is 
afraid that her son is close to giving up. He has stepped on so many tacks, has so many 
splinters in his hands that he is afraid of the dangers in climbing up the stair. He might 
just sit down on a landing and never get back up. 
 

Sentence Frame Practice 
 

Write three complex sentences. Begin the sentences with one of the following words: 
"after," "if," and "because."  
For example: Because the speaker is afraid for her son, she is giving him advice. The 
structure of the sentence is: subordinating conjunction, subject, verb, subject, verb, 
object. 
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Commentary 
 

 Every mother wants to see her child succeed in life. She spends her parenthood 
encouraging her offspring to follow in her footsteps, take risks, and not be afraid. In the 
poem, "Mother to Son", Langston Hughes demonstrates the love and concern a mother 
has for her son by the wisdom she imparts on him through the example of her own life, a 
climb up a staircase. Hughes does this by using stylistic devices such as figurative 
language, diction, and rhythm. The advice given in the poem is graphic and stirring: life 
is hard, full of stumbling blocks, but one must keep climbing, one cannot turn back or sit 
down, because one will catch a break, a turn, a landing, and keep going.  

The metaphor in this poem relates life to a staircase. "Well, son, I'll tell you:/ life 
ain't been no crystal stair."(Lines 1-2). The mother, who is talking to her son, is saying 
life is not just something you can walk through with ease. It is a long and hard journey. 
This entire poem is based on this one metaphor. "It's had tacks in it,/ And splinters,/ And 
boards torn up,/ And places with no carpet on the floor-"(Lines 3-6).  

Hughes puts an emphasis on how difficult life has been for the mother. The 
tacks, the splinters, the torn up boards, all are used to relate the hardships of the mother's 
life to the hardships of climbing up battered stairs. The mother doesn't want her son to 
avoid this staircase, this life. She wants him to forge onward and upward. "So boy, don't 
you turn back./ Don't you set down on the steps/ 'Cause you finds it's kinder hard./ Don't 
you fall now-"(Lines 14-17).  

To convey his voice, Hughes' uses dramatic monologue, talking through the 
mother as the son listens. He incorporates words like: ain't, I'se, and climbin' which is 
common language in the black culture. His diction gives the impression the woman is not 
well educated, but is street smart and wise. The rhythm of the poem has no rhyme but a 
beat; it flows in a weary but determined delivery and it builds like a stairway, one step at 
a time.  

There's a message for all of us in this mother's wise words. In her narrative, she 
reveals how tough life has been for her but it hasn't dimmed her spirits, "For I'se still 
goin', honey,/ I'se still climbin'"(Lines 18-19). Hughes shows life as an ascent up a 
staircase: it's a hard climb, but one that must be attempted and achieved.  

Mother to Son: analysis #2 

On the road of life, many trials arise that one must overcome to make his or her 
life feel complete. In Langston Hughes’s poem, “Mother to Son,” these trials are a 
subject of concern for one mother. Hughes’ “ability to project himself” is seen in his use 
of dialect, metaphors, and tone.  

Although the dialect by itself does not seem to be an important quality, however, 
“when it is presented with all dramatic skill”, it is important. In “Mother to Son”, Hughes 
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uses dialect to show that the mother is not as well educated as many people. When she 
says phrases such as “For I’se still goin’, honey,” it is understood that she means that she 
is still going, even though it is not clearly said. The dialect may also show what area she 
may live in. When she talks about “boards torn up” it shows that she was from the poor 
part of the town. It does not seem relevant that she has torn up boards, but these are not 
found in a wealthy person’s mansion. Although the grammar of this dialect is wrong, it 
makes the woman seem more like a real person and less like someone who is fictional. 
Another quality that is prevalent in this poem is its metaphors.  

The extended metaphor, which is a metaphor that is stated and then developed 
throughout the poem, is that the mother believes that “Life for [her] ain’t been no crystal 
stair”. By explaining this to her son, she says that her life has not been fancy or easy, but 
she is getting by. While climbing her stairs she is “reachin’ landin’s, / and turnin’ corners, 
/ and sometimes goin’ in the dark”. Although these are “homely” things someone may 
face on a staircase, they actually mean things that she has encountered in her life. She 
says that she reaches landings, which means that she has come up on place where she 
could rest. When she says she turns corners, it is when her life changes and she has to 
turn away from her original path. Her final comparison is when she goes in the dark, 
which are times in her life when she does not know what she can do to help herself. The 
metaphors in this poem show a conflict in the mother’s life and make the poem seem 
complete.  

The third quality that Langston Hughes uses in his poem is the tone of the 
speaker. When she explains to him not to “set you down on the steps / ‘Cause your find 
it’s kinder hard. / Don’t you fall down now,” the tone in her words in compassionate. The 
mother is simply trying to tell her son that she knows what he is going through because 
she has been in rough times herself. Those rough times were troublesome but she had the 
strength to go on and get past them. All she wants for her son is for him to keep climbing, 
and never give up. Winslow believes that this “enduring exuberance” shows her youthful 
spirit towards life. She wants this all because “[she is] still goin’, honey, / [she is] still 
climbin’, / and life for [her] ain’t been no crystal stair”.  

This poem, “Mother to Son,” by Langston Hughes teaches a valuable life lesson 
about never giving up. Even when life is getting more difficult and one thinks they cannot 
go on, they need to keep climbing. 
 


