
ON TURNING 10
By: Billy Collins



Outline of the poem

❑The poem is broken into five stanzas of varying length. 

❑Collins utilizes free verse in his poem. 

❑It is written in the style of consciousness: 

❑Meaning: where the speaker’s thoughts, seem to flow from one to the next.

❑Theme: 

❑ For anyone who has reached a particular age in their lives, it is very easy to 
empathize with the speaker, and the poem forces the reader to take an 
introspective look at his or her own life and memories of growing up.



Stanza 1

➢The speaker, an almost-ten-year-old child, informs the reader that he feels sick when 
thinking of turning ten.

➢The sickness is worse than any other childhood ailment: worse than a stomachache, 
headaches, or even the chicken pox.

➢In lines six and seven, he calls the illness “a mumps of the psyche” and “a disfiguring 
chicken pox of the soul.”

➢This is not an illness that only affects one part of the speaker, nor is it something that 
will eventually go away. 

➢It has touched him so deeply that his entire soul feels sick—he has permanently 
changed.

➢. Words such as “disfiguring” highlight the magnitude in which turning ten has 
affected the speaker. He will forever be wounded from this milestone.



Stanza 2

➢The speaker talks directly to someone else in the poem, and it seems as though it is an 
adult or authority figure who has already crossed this threshold.

➢Example: The speaker says, “You tell me it is too early to be looking back.”

➢The speaker reasons that this is due to the fact that the adult has forgotten what it is 
like to be a small child.

➢Collins sets up a dichotomy between being one and two to further his point that a 
grown-up cannot possibly understand what the poem’s speaker is experiencing; the 
adult is simply far too old.

➢The speaker argues that there is a simplicity of being one, but that simplicity changes to 
“beautiful complexity” when the child turns to: he or she is able to comprehend more.



➢The speaker then reflects back on his own childhood, saying that because it 
was not long ago, he remembers everything.

➢Collins sweetly shows the complexity of a child’s mind and imagination. 

➢The speaker remembers not how he pretended to be a wizard or soldier or 
prince, but how he actually was those things at the ages of four and seven, and 
nine. 

➢There is something about turning ten that means these dreams must—and 
will—come to an end.



Stanza 3

➢ Is in contrast to the second.

➢The change is signified by starting the first line with “but.” 

➢“But now I am mostly at the window…” The speaker takes us back to the present and 
how he is feeling on the cusp of ten. 

➢He seems to see only the negative: the way the light on his tree house looks so serious, 
and the way his bicycle leans against the garage with all of its speed pizazz gone.

➢The speaker is also watching all of this occur from inside, as opposed to outside where 
the light and his bicycle are.

➢The speaker realizes that his days as an innocent child are over: all that lies ahead is 
sadness.



Stanza 4 

➢The speaker juxtaposes his old self with the new.

➢ No longer does he believe that he is different and extraordinary on the 
inside. 

➢He now knows that if he were to fall, he would bleed, not shine.

➢A metaphor is used here: comparing life to a sidewalk.

➢Sidewalks are hard and dull, and they will cut someone if they fall. The 
speaker has fallen, has skinned his knees, and he is bleeding.


