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C A N D L E W I C K  P R E S S  T E AC H E R S ’  G U I D E

ABOUT THE BOOK
Get ready to experience the athleticism and 
artistry of basketball! Charles R. Smith Jr., author 
of Hoop Kings and Hoop Queens, is back with a 
new collection of poems honoring another dozen 
of the best players in professional basketball. 
Smith captures the energy of the game and 
the talents of the players in his poetry, and the 
vibrant digital artwork helps each poem come 
to life. As you read, you can practically hear the 
squeak of shoes on the court, the staccato dribble 
of the ball, and the swish of three-pointers or 
slam-BAM of dunk shots. In the back matter are 
brief notes that describe how the career or the 
moves of each player inspired the poem Smith 
wrote about him.

This teachers’ guide, with connections to the Common Core Standards, 
provides a variety of ways for students in grades 3–8 to interact with 
and enjoy these poems. In addition, it provides opportunities to make 
connections with mathematics and geography.

Common Core  
Connections

ISBN: 978-1-5362-1035-4

Also available as an e-book

by Charles R. Smith Jr.

NEW ROYALTY
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BEFORE READING 
Set the tone for an appreciation of the athleticism of professional basketball by viewing NBA highlight videos 
(easily found on YouTube) for some of the players featured in the book. Whether you are already a basketball 
fan or you need to get to know these players, nothing beats watching them in action on the court.

BEFORE DISCUSSING THE POEMS
These poems embody the artistry of professional basketball. They beg to be read aloud! Read one a day 
on the morning announcements, or have a basketball-themed Poetry Friday with every group choosing a 
different player’s poem to perform for the class.

THE POEMS/THE PLAYERS
(Note: The opening statistics and fun facts about the players in this guide are not included in the text. They 
were sourced from the Internet.)

“Hi-Def” 
Anthony Davis (nickname: AD) 
born March 11, 1993 
6'10"

Davis was born on the South Side of 
Chicago. He was unknown until his 
junior year of high school. He has a 
twin sister and an older sister who also 
play basketball.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

•  In the poem notes, Smith explains 
why he chose the metaphor of a 
high-tech TV for Anthony Davis’s 
poem. What details in the poem 
reinforce the theme? How does the 
illustration further elaborate on the 
theme?

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  In this poem, Smith uses very short 
lines. How do you think this choice, 
along with the rhyme, affects the 
way you read the poem? 

•  Identify the words Smith uses to 
describe Davis and the plays he 
makes.

“Up, Up, and Away”
Blake Griffin 
born March 16, 1989 
6'9"

Griffin was born in Oklahoma City. He 
played baseball and football before he 
settled on basketball.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

•  Smith compares Blake Griffin to an 
airplane. What details in the poem 
reinforce the metaphor? How does 
the illustration further elaborate on 
the metaphor? 

•  This poem tells a story. Can you find 
the beginning, middle, and end of 
the story arc?

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  Smith uses four stanzas in this poem. 
How do the stanzas contribute to the 
meaning of the poem? 

•  Think about the word choice in this 
poem. Find all the words related 
to the metaphor of Griffin as an 
airplane.

“The Mighty”
Giannis Antetokounmpo 
born December 6, 1994 
6'11"

Antetokounmpo was born in Athens, 
Greece, to Nigerian immigrant 
parents. His father played Nigerian 
professional football and his mother 
was a high jumper.

DISCUSSION QUESTION 

•  Because Giannis Antetokounmpo is 
originally from Greece, Smith used 
the special powers of Greek gods 
and goddesses to describe him. How 
does the illustration extend this 
metaphor?

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  Notice the three stanzas in this 
poem. Why do you think the poem is 
divided like this? 

•  Which of the adjectives Smith chose 
for the gods and goddesses do you 
think are the most important to 
describe a basketball player’s skills?

•  Research the Greek gods and 
goddesses mentioned and describe 
their attributes and powers. How do 
they line up with Giannis’s skills? For 
example, what would the “Feet of 
Hermes” allow him to do? 
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“Let’s Dance”
James Harden 
born August 26, 1989 
6'5"

Harden was born in Los Angeles. He 
holds a variety of scoring records 
and is one of a very few left-handed 
players in the NBA.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

•  Smith uses the metaphor of dance for 
James Harden’s poem. What music 
would you choose for this dance? 

•  With a partner reading the poem 
aloud, can you do the “dance” 
described in the poem? 

•  How does the illustration extend the 
dance metaphor?

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  Like in “Hi-Def” (Anthony Davis), 
Smith uses very short line lengths 
in this poem. Are the short lines 
effective in the same or different 
ways? 

•  Unlike “Hi-Def,” this poem has two 
stanzas. How does the final stanza 
contribute to the meaning of the 
poem?

“J O E L” 
Joel Embiid  
born March 16, 1994 
7'0"

Embiid was born in Yaoundé, 
Cameroon. He played volleyball 
and soccer before he started 
playing basketball. He is the third 
Cameroonian player in the NBA 
and is fluent in French and Basaa in 
addition to English.

DISCUSSION QUESTION

•  There’s no metaphor in this short 
poem, but read the poem notes to 
discover Smith’s careful word choice. 
How does the illustration amplify 
this poem?

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  This is the only poem in the book 
that follows a form—the acrostic. 
There are many kinds of acrostic 
poems, but in this one, each line 
of the poem starts with a letter 
in the name Joel. The challenge 
when writing an acrostic is to say 
something meaningful within the 
structure of the letters that start each 
line. Have students write their own 
acrostics about Joel Embiid using 
J-O-E-L and then share them to see 
the variety of poems and words in a 
single class.

“KD B-Ball”
Kevin Durant (nickname: KD) 
born September 29, 1988 
6'10"

Durant was born in Washington, 
DC, and grew up in Prince George’s 
County, Maryland. He has a 
reputation for philanthropy and 
has one of the highest numbers of 
endorsement deals in the NBA.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

•  In the poem notes, Smith explains 
that he used jazz rhythms and 
rhymes to communicate Durant’s 
smooth style. Have students look up 
what defines jazz music. What kind 
of rhythm is it written in and how 
is that used for the poem? How does 
the illustration extend this idea of a 
smooth jazzy style?

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  Smith uses lots of rhyme in this 
poem, which makes it fun to read 
aloud. He also uses repetition, which 
adds to the musicality of the poem—
the repeated lines are like a refrain. 
Have students take the words of the 
poem and break them into stanzas 
on their own. Then, in pairs, have 
them read their version and Smith’s 
version to hear the difference.
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“The Amazing Kyrie”
Kyrie Irving  
born March 23, 1992 
6'2"

Irving was born in Melbourne, 
Australia, to American expat parents 
(his father was a professional 
basketball player with the Bulleen 
Boomers). He is an enrolled member 
of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe. 
Irving likes reading, keeping a 
journal, singing, dancing, and playing 
baritone sax.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

•  The metaphor Smith chose for this 
poem is magic. What words and 
phrases in the poem support this 
metaphor? How does the illustration 
extend this metaphor?

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  Smith gives the speaker in this 
poem the very distinctive voice 
of an announcer or a ringmaster. 
Try reading the poem aloud with 
lots of extra energy, volume, and 
expression. Think about how Smith’s 
word choice, rhyme, and stanzas 
all contribute to giving this poem a 
unique approach. 

“Royalty”
LeBron James (nickname:  
King James) 
born December 30, 1984 
6'9"

James was born in Akron, Ohio. 
James started playing basketball in 
fifth grade and was a shining star all 
through high school. He also played 
football. He has the highest number of 
endorsement deals in the NBA, and he 
is also known for his philanthropy and 
for his leadership in the NBA.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

•  The metaphor Smith chose for 
LeBron James is royalty. How many 
different terms for royalty can you 
find? Look up their definitions for a 
richer understanding of the meaning 
of the poem. 

•  Smith uses alliteration in many of 
the royal titles. How many of these 
instances can you find? How do they 
affect the sound of the poem?

•  Compare and contrast the 
description-rich poem and the 
simple illustration. How are 
poem and illustration effective 
in communicating the metaphor 
separately? Together?

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  Like in “The Amazing Kyrie,” 
the speaker in this poem is an 
announcer. How does this announcer 
differ from the one in “The Amazing 
Kyrie”? Describe what you think 
this announcer might look like, 
including what they are wearing 
and where they are making their 
announcement.  

•  Word choice is an important element 
in this poem. How does Smith add 
descriptors to the royal terms to 
describe LeBron James’s basketball 
skills?

“The Legend of Luka”
Luka Dončić (nickname:  
The Wonderboy) 
born February 28, 1999 
6'7"

Dončić was born in Ljubljana, 
Slovenia. He played professionally in 
Europe starting at the age of sixteen 
before joining the NBA in 2018 at 
the age of nineteen. His father was 
a basketball coach. Besides English, 
he speaks Slovenian, Serbian, and 
Spanish.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

•  “The Legend of Luka” is written 
like a fairy tale. How does this form 
or metaphor accurately reflect the 
reality of Luka’s career? How does 
the illustration help to tell Luka’s 
story? Identify the facts of his story, 
such as where he is from and where 
he moved.

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  A poet communicates with more 
than just words. The way the 
poem looks on the page is often an 
important part of the poem. Study 
the way the stanzas in “The Legend 
of Luka” contribute to the meaning 
of the poem—look at where the 
poem is divided and how the stanzas 
grow in size. 
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“Double Trouble”
Paul George (nickname: PG) 
born May 2, 1990 
6'8"

George was born in Palmdale, 
California. His two older sisters played 
college basketball and volleyball. 
George didn’t start playing basketball 
until his freshman year of high school.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

•  The big idea behind this poem is 
that Paul George is effective in both 
defensive and offensive play. How 
does Smith communicate this idea in 
the poem? How does the illustration 
extend this idea?

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  Smith uses strong verbs, descriptive 
adjectives, and, in several places, 
repetition. What are the words that 
stand out to you? Find places in the 
poem where Smith uses repetition. 
Find a verb for an offensive move 
and contrast it with a verb for a 
defensive move.

“Freak of Nature”
Russell Westbrook (nickname: 
Freak of Nature) 
born November 12, 1988 
6'3"

Westbrook was born in Lawndale, 
California. He is famous for his triple-
double records (double digits in points, 
rebounds, and assists in a game). 
Westbrook has one of the highest 
numbers of endorsement deals in the 
NBA. He has a wife, a son, and twin 
daughters.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

•  Smith compares Russell Westbrook 
to a windstorm. What weather-
related words does Smith connect 
to Westbrook’s game? How does the 
illustration extend the metaphor of 
the windstorm?

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  Word choice is especially important 
in this poem. Study the way Smith 
uses strong verbs throughout to build 
the metaphor of the windstorm.

“2 Many Names”
Stephen Curry (nicknames:  
The Golden Boy, Baby-Faced 
Assassin, Chef Curry, Steph) 
born March 14, 1988 
6'3"

Curry was born in Akron, Ohio (in the 
same hospital as LeBron James), but 
grew up in Charlotte, North Carolina. 
He is the son and brother of NBA 
players. He completed three years of 
college and remains committed to 
finishing his degree. He is famous 
for long-distance shooting and holds 
records for the most three-pointers. He 
is married with two daughters and a 
son, enjoys golfing, and is known for 
his philanthropy.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

•  This poem was born out of Stephen 
Curry’s many nicknames. Do you or 
people in your life have nicknames? 
How do you feel about getting or 
giving nicknames? When and how 
are they used for fun vs. for harm? 
How does the illustration amplify 
the idea of “2 Many Names”? What 
nicknames would you give to Curry? 

POETRY CRAFT MOVES TO NOTICE

•  After the introductory stanza, each 
of the other five stanzas is structured 
with a main idea and details. Smith 
takes a structure often used in 
prose writing (especially in essays) 
and adapts it to poetry using the 
poetic techniques of repetition and 
alliteration (“buzzer-beating,” “eagle 
eye,” “touch twine”). Try rewriting 
one of your five-paragraph essays 
as a poem in the style of “2 Many 
Names.” Alternatively, choose a 
favorite nonfiction topic, identify 
several main ideas with details for 
each, and then write your nonfiction 
essay as a poem using repetition 
and/or alliteration in your stanzas.
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Math
OLDEST/YOUNGEST

Have students make a timeline of the players’ birth years. 
What do they notice and wonder? Then have them make a 
line plot of the players’ birth months. Which month has the 
most birthdays?

TALLEST/SHORTEST 

Provide students with adding machine tape or strips 
of paper so they can create a life-size bar graph of the 
player’s heights. Have them include their own heights for 
comparison. Then have them investigate the players’ shoe 
sizes and create a second bar graph, again including their 
own shoe sizes for comparison.

THOSE SHOES

Have students research the endorsements of the players on 
their favorite team, including whether they have their own 
shoe. If not, whose shoe do they wear? Then create a pie 
chart showing how many players wear the different brands 
of shoes—for example, this many wear Nike while this 
many wear Adidas. 

MOST/LEAST 

Encourage interested students to research each player’s 
current salary. They might use a picture graph (one 
basketball per million dollars) to illustrate how much each 
player makes. 

Social Studies
MAPPING

Ask students to label where the players in Hoop Kings 2: New 
Royalty were born on a map of the world. Also have them 
research the players’ current team affiliations and label 
the cities where they play on a map of the United States. 
Then they should write down all the teams the players have 
played for, including college teams, and draw a line from 
the cities where they are playing now to the cities where they 
have played previously. In the case of the few international 
players, students can learn about other leagues from around 
the world and label those on the world map.

Writing
FAVORITE PHRASE OR LINE

Have students select the line or phrase in each poem that is 
their favorite and write about why it stands out the most to 
them. 

FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE

Ask your students to write a list of the verbs they find in 
each poem. Then have them find synonyms for these verbs, 
write them next to the original words, and write a sentence 
or two to describe why Smith used each word he did.

TAKE A SHOT AT YOUR OWN POEMS 

Have students each choose an athlete (from the book or one 
not in the book) and learn about the contributions they’ve 
made to their sport, their statistics, and the accolades 
they have received. Part of Charles R. Smith Jr.’s research 
process involves watching videos of the players with a 
pencil and paper at the ready so he can write down any 
words that come to mind. Have your students do the same. 
Smith notes, “It doesn’t have to be big or specific words, 
just whatever comes to mind, even if it’s simply ‘wow’ or 
‘cool,’ since this will teach them how to really identify what 
makes each player’s style of play different.” Students should 
reflect on the words they wrote about the player and their 
research, identify the most important thing they want to 
communicate about that athlete, and then, considering 
other techniques they have studied (such as using strong 
verbs and alliteration), write their own poem.

Art
Have students try their hand at multimedia illustrations 
using photography collaged over watercolor and accented 
with crayons.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES AFTER STUDYING THE POEMS
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FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
Suggest these research ideas, and encourage students to come up with their own:

• What do the NBA team names represent?

•  What other careers are available in the NBA besides being a player? 

•  Compare the salaries of players in the NBA and the WNBA. What do you notice and wonder? (Note:  
This is an issue that inspires some unhealthy online commenting. Be aware of this before encouraging  
a student’s exploration.)

•  Learn about the ways some players give back through charity and philanthropy. If you earned a salary  
in the millions, what charities and nonprofits would you support?

Reading questions and activities correlate to Common Core ELA Reading: Literature Standards for Key Ideas and Details  
RL.3–8.1, Craft and Structure RL.3–8.4, and Integration of Knowledge and Ideas RL.3–5.5 

Speaking and listening activities correlate to Common Core ELA Speaking and Listening Standards for Comprehension  
and Collaboration SL.3–8.1 and Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas SL.3–8.4 

Writing activities correlate to Common Core ELA Career and College Readiness Writing Standard for Production and 
Distribution of Writing CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.W.4

ABOUT CHARLES R. SMITH JR.

Charles R. Smith Jr. grew up in Los Angeles watching the Lakers on TV and 
thinking, “This is poetry in motion.” Smith brings together his love for both 
basketball and poetry in his writing for children. He is the author of Hoop Queens 
and its companion, Hoop Kings, as well as Pick-Up Game, Chameleon, and Twelve 
Rounds to Glory, a Coretta Scott King Author Honor Book. He is also the recipient 
of a Coretta Scott King Illustrator Award for his photographs accompanying 
Langston Hughes’s poem in My People. Charles R. Smith Jr. lives in New York.

This guide was prepared by Mary Lee Hahn, an experienced teacher and a novice poet, with additional activities contributed by Charles R. Smith Jr.

Hoop Kings
PB: 978-0-7636-3560-2

Hoop Queens
PB: 978-0-7636-3561-9

Twelve Rounds to 
Glory: The Story of 

Muhammad Ali
HC: 978-0-7636-1692-2 

PB: 978-0-7636-5002-5

Chameleon
HC: 978-0-7636-3085-0 

PB: 978-0-7636-4660-8

Also available as  
an e-book

One Death,  
Nine Stories

HC: 978-0-7636-5285-2

Also available as  
an e-book

Pick-Up Game:  
A Full Day of  

Full Court
HC: 978-0-7636-4562-5 

PB: 978-0-7636-6068-0

Also available as an 
e-book and in audio
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