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The Metaphor Murderer 
 

In 1635, the first public school opened in North America.i Schools are places where 

young people go to learn, but currently schools are rewarding the wrong kind of learning. We 

learn that achievement is the most important indicator of our intelligence, and understanding 

the big picture is secondary to minute details if those are the questions asked on a test. One of 

the most memorable things I have learned in school is if you do not know the answer, circle C. 

When faced with decisions, people tend to follow a relatively simple process. We evaluate our 

options, we weigh them, and we choose the better one. In “The Road Not Taken”, Robert Frost 

explores what makes a choice “better” than another, and what people do when faced with a 

choice where neither option is right. Because of the school-instilled fear of failure, students find 

coping with the lack of a “right answer” particularly challenging, which is why schools have 

stifled our innovation and our appreciation of poetry. Poetry is the outlier in high school 

because it requires an approach that is unique amongst the textbooks, and without an 

acceptance of the different approach that is required, we unknowingly leech the beauty out of 

poetry and hinder our reading of it. “The Road Not Taken” is possibly the most misunderstood 

poem of all time because of its deceivingly simple style, but that is not enough to fool such a 

massive amount of people, so I asked myself, what else could it be? Perhaps, the speaker would 

belong to this misunderstood group as well. 

 
In 2016, the grade average for accepted UBC students was 90.04%. Our lives are 

“supposed” to follow the deceivingly simple path of good grades = good university = good job = 

good life – an all-pervasive mantra propelling everything students do. In a culture driven by 
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success, it is only natural that if you ask students “what are you afraid of?” the most common 

answer will be failing. Each of us has a different definition of failure because we all have 

different standards and values. I could get 8 out of 15 questions on my math test right, not a 

failure by school standards, and come to learn that it is by my parents’. Does anyone want to be 

told that they failed something? No, because the school system is set up to make us strive for 

perfection every time. Better marks reap higher rewards. 80% average? Honour roll. 90%? 

Principal’s List. 97%? A full-ride scholarship to the University of Victoria. When we fail to meet 

these benchmarks set by others and ourselves in any areas in our lives, we feel like 

disappointments, like we aren’t good enough, we’re incompetent, we’re failures, and that isn’t 

making anyone try harder. If you are not 100% right, it is better not to try at all.  

 

 Our fear of failure is changing the way we learn. It drives us to walk into a classroom 

planning to understand a concept with the objective of getting a question right on a test. 

Instead, we should be trying to see a bigger picture. Fearing failure can motivate, but it 

motivates us to work towards getting things right when instead we should be learning to 

become innovators, originators, and initiators. We should not be approaching school with good 

= good = good = good tunnel vision because we seem to be achieving the “good” at the expense 

of our curiosity and creativity. When a teacher hands out an assignment, students dread 

creative analysis, and cherish strict rubrics. Why? Because a rubric lays out precisely what we 

need to do and reduces the margin of error to laziness and misinterpretation. This approach of 

learning for the sake of achieving marks in the case of a math test, plant classification, human 

evolution, and novels, but it does not work with poetry. 
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I know a lot of students who do not like poetry, and I used to be one of them. Poetry is 

like art; it is different from everything else we learn in school because it does not exist to be 

solved or memorized. The trouble with introducing a new concept of a reading that does not 

provide us with a conclusion, solution or answer, is that students still approach poetry as if 

there will be. Wallace Stevens, the poet who enlightened the world through “The Motive for 

Metaphor”, compares this to “[s]teel against intimation” (19). “The Motive for Metaphor” is a 

poem full of suggestion and “the half colo[u]rs of quarter-things” (6), and for students that rely 

on concrete, straightforward answers, an answer of suggestion is frustratingly unsatisfying. 

When I read “The Motive for Metaphor”, it irked me. The speaker describes poetry as a place 

“[w]here you yourself were not quite yourself, / [a]nd did not want nor have to be” (11-12). 

Reading that section (for the fifth time, of course) changed the way I read poetry. I was the 

culprit who brought “[s]teel” (19) to poetry and took all of its beauty away, and in doing that 

had prohibited my own enjoyment of what I was studying. It was only two weeks ago that I 

read “The Motive for Metaphor” - it was at the end of the poetry unit – and I realized that for 

the past four years of studying poetry, I had been trying to put poems into tiny boxes where 

they did not fit.  

 

I read “The Road Not Taken” as a poetry-hater, and I misinterpreted it like almost every 

other reader has. Initially, I fell for the happy ending and fixated on it because I had found an 

answer, and the next step was proving it. When I was little, we had a sign in my bathroom 

saying, “always be a first-rate version of yourself, not a second-rate version of someone else.” 
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As I read “The Road Not Taken” over and over, I realized that the poem is not about originality 

at all. I stumbled over the speaker’s emphasis on how similar the paths are, but I assumed that 

was to dramatize the situation and show the reader what a difficult decision it is to make 

because I already had an idea, and I was set on proving it. The title, in particular, stumped me. I 

could see two interpretations of the famous four words. Was it referring the road the speaker 

did not take or the one not taken by people who allowed the speaker’s road to be “less 

travelled” (19)? In the poem, the speaker is trying to justify his decision of taking the second 

path even though they are “really about the same” (10). He describes the second path as 

“grassy and want[ing] wear” (8) to vouch for its “better claim” (7). Eventually, I concluded that 

the speaker chooses a road, yet his road is not better than the other. My new interpretation of 

the poem made so much sense and, in retrospect, I could not understand why I had read it 

wrong in the first place. The “answer” seemed so obvious; the speaker struggles with lost 

opportunity so he tries to convince himself that one path is the right one. He spends more time 

talking about the similarities of the roads rather than the differences, so why did I, and so many 

other people, misinterpret his decision? 

 

Robert Frost wrote “The Road Not Taken” for his friend, Edward Thomas, who inspired 

it. When Thomas read the poem, he fell into the same trap that readers still trip on today. He 

did not see that Frost, in fact, was making fun of him. In a letter Frost wrote on June 26, 1915, 

as part of a longer correspondence between the two about the poem, he said, “you were trying 

too much out of regard for me that you failed to see that the sigh was a mock sigh, hypocritical 

for the fun of it.” Thomas had missed the poem’s indicators that I had missed as well, and 
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responded to Frost saying, “I doubt if you can get anybody to see the fun of the thing without 

showing them and advising them which kind of laugh they are to turn on.”ii   

 

We read the poem wrong because the speaker would too. Just like us, the speaker fears 

failure, which is why he struggles with which path to take. He is scared that the way he chooses 

will be the wrong one, even though they are “the same” (10). The speaker fixates on the 

decision possibly forever, but definitely for “ages and ages” (17) when he “shall be telling this 

with a sigh” (16). He proclaims he will say, “[t]wo roads diverged in a wood, and I- / I took the 

one less travelled by, / And that has made all the difference” (18-20), the final lines of the poem 

that became its legacy. These lines also lie. The speaker is trying to convince himself that he 

chose the less travelled and, therefore, “better” (7) road, even though he knows they are equal. 

The “-“ (18) signifying the “sigh” (16)  is there to indicate how he struggles with saying he took 

the “less travelled” (19) path because he knows it is not true. The second hallmark 

interpretation of the sigh is a sigh of nostalgia because he took the better path and it changed 

his life. The last stanza of the poem focusses entirely on how he will deal with the 

consequences of the decision later on, and reiterates the path he chooses is so much better 

that it “has made all the difference” (20). Many are guilty of mistitling the poem as “The Road 

Less Travelled”, and those who do have misunderstood. The title “The Road Not Taken” is very 

deliberate. Frost originally titled the poem “Two Roads”, but the title “The Road Not Taken” 

better reflects the speaker’s attitude. The speaker is unable to let go of what may have been 

down the other path because he is obsessed, like us, with making the right choice, even when 

there is not one. When faced with a choice, it is human nature to evaluate the options, and the 
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speaker does this. He “look[s] down one [of the paths] as far as he [can]” (4) and “t[akes] in the 

other” (6). He juggles his options and chooses the path on the right, and comforts himself by 

“k[eeping] the first for another day” (13). The speaker shares the same fear of failure that many 

students do, and it stops him from finding clarity in this situation. This characteristic would also 

lump him in with the masses that do not understand “The Road Not Taken” because they read 

it as “The Road Less Travelled”. 

 

The fear of failure is not something people are born with; it is something that we teach. 

Conversely, we need to be teaching ourselves that failing is okay, and our learning goals need to 

change. Students cannot keep learning with the intention of achieving because it will result in a 

world that lacks problem-solvers, critical thinkers, and leaders. I am still not a poetry fan, and 

anyone who knows me knows that. I have, however, learned to read poetry without tunnel 

vision and without trying to solve it like it is algebra. If Wallace Stevens knew how I used to read 

poems, he would roll over in his grave. I have heard people blame misinterpretation of Robert 

Frost’s “The Road Not Taken” on its structure, its language, and its deceit, but I blame our fear 

of failure, and I think Frost would as well. The speaker is not an idiot. He is the everyday man, 

the husband, and the friend, and he reflects the qualities in us that lead us to label the poem as 

“The Road Less Travelled”. 

 

i Society, National Geographic. “First Public School in America.” National Geographic Society, 28 
Oct. 2013. 
ii David Orr. “You're Probably Misreading Robert Frost's Most Famous Poem.” Literary Hub, 10 
May 2017. 
 

                                                      


