“I HEAR AMERICA SINGING” BY WALT WHITMAN
1. Opening Hook: America as Sound (2 minutes)
Instructor prompt (spoken):
“Close your eyes for five seconds. Imagine the sounds of America today. What do you hear?”
Briefly take 2–3 student responses (traffic, music, voices, machines).
Transition:
Whitman does something similar—but instead of noise, he hears songs, and instead of elites, he listens to workers.

2. Context & Whitman’s Vision (3 minutes)
Key points to cover succinctly:
· Published in 1860, just before the American Civil War
· Appears in Leaves of Grass—Whitman’s lifelong poetic project
· Written during rapid industrialization and national tension
· Whitman imagines an ideal, unified America, grounded in labor and mutual respect 
I Hear America Singing by Walt …
Emphasize:
This poem is not descriptive realism—it’s aspirational democracy.

3. Close Reading: The Metaphor of “Singing” (4 minutes)
Project or read aloud the opening lines:
I hear America singing, the varied carols I hear,
Those of mechanics, each one singing his as it should be blithe and strong…
Guide students to notice:
· “Singing” is metaphorical, not literal
· Singing = pride, voice, identity, purpose
· Each worker sings “what belongs to him or her and to none else”
· → individuality within community
Key interpretive claim:
Whitman imagines democracy as polyphonic—many voices, no single melody dominating.

4. Form Matters: Why Free Verse? (3 minutes)
Explain briefly:
· No rhyme scheme, no regular meter → free verse
· Mimics natural speech and organic movement
· Reflects:
· Freedom
· Equality
· Non-hierarchical structure of society
Tie form to meaning:
A poem about democratic voices cannot sound aristocratic or constrained.
This is why Whitman is often called the father of American free verse 
I Hear America Singing by Walt …
.

5. Labor, Gender, and Inclusion (2 minutes)
Highlight:
· Range of workers: mechanics, carpenters, boatmen, shoemakers
· Inclusion of women’s domestic labor:
· mother
· young wife
· girl sewing or washing
Important note for students:
In 1860, women could not vote—yet Whitman includes them as essential contributors to the nation.
This anticipates later democratic and feminist thought, even if imperfectly.

6. Wrap-Up Discussion Question (Last 1–2 minutes)
Ask students to respond verbally or write briefly:
Do you think Whitman’s vision of America is realistic, idealistic, or deliberately selective? Why?
(Optional follow-up):
Whose voices might be missing from this “song”?

Key Takeaway for Students
“I Hear America Singing” imagines the nation not as laws or leaders, but as voices at work—each distinct, each necessary, together forming a democratic harmony.

Optional Extensions (if continuing the unit)
· Compare with Langston Hughes’s “I, Too”
· Contrast with Whitman’s “Song of Myself”
· Pair with modern texts about labor, gig work, or national identity




“next to of course god america i” BY e.e. cummings
1. Opening Bridge from Whitman (2 minutes)
Instructor recap question:
“Last time, how did Whitman imagine America speaking or sounding?”
Guide students to:
· Singing
· Collective voices
· Labor
· Confidence, unity
Transition statement (explicit contrast):
Whitman hears America singing.
Cummings hears America reciting slogans.
This poem asks: What happens when patriotic language becomes automatic and unthinking?

2. Context: War and Disillusionment (3 minutes)
Draw directly from the guide:
· Written in the context of World War I
· Cummings served as a volunteer ambulance driver in France
· Witnessed war’s brutality firsthand
· Became openly anti-war and anti-jingoism 
next to of course god america i…
Key claim for students:
Whitman writes before the Civil War with democratic hope.
Cummings writes after industrialized mass death, with deep skepticism.

3. Reading the Poem as Performance (3 minutes)
Project or read aloud selected lines:
“next to of course god america i
love you land of the pilgrims’ and so forth…”
Guide students to notice:
· No capitalization of “god,” “america,” or “i”
· Patriotic phrases are fragmented and unfinished
· “and so forth” signals dismissal and irony
Explain:
Cummings mimics patriotic speech to expose how empty it can become when repeated without thought 
next to of course god america i…
.

4. Tone & Irony: “Heroic Happy Dead” (3 minutes)
Focus on the poem’s most disturbing irony:
“what could be more beautiful than these heroic happy dead”
Ask students:
· Why does this line feel unsettling?
· What emotion is Cummings pretending to express?
Explain clearly:
· This is sarcasm, not praise
· Cummings forces readers to confront how patriotic rhetoric romanticizes death
· The phrase “they did not stop to think they died instead” exposes thoughtlessness as deadly
This is the anti-Whitman moment:
· Whitman celebrates labor and life
· Cummings mourns lives sacrificed to empty ideals

5. Form as Meaning: Breaking the Rules (2 minutes)
Briefly explain:
· Free verse
· Broken syntax
· Mid-line breaks
· Lack of grammatical “correctness”
Key teaching point:
Cummings breaks English the way war breaks bodies.
His formal rebellion mirrors his moral rebellion against unquestioned nationalism 
next to of course god america i…
.

6. The Final Line: Distance and Framing (1–2 minutes)
Close-read the final line:
“He spoke. And drank rapidly a glass of water”
Explain:
· Speaker distances himself from the rant
· Suggests this is something overheard, not endorsed outright
· Yet the poem repeats it—forcing us to confront it
This ambiguity is deeply modernist: no clear moral voice, only exposure.

7. Wrap-Up Comparison (Final 1 minute)
Synthesis statement (write on board if possible):
· Whitman → America as song, labor, unity
· Cummings → America as speech, slogans, contradiction
Exit Question (discussion or quick write):
Does Cummings reject America—or does he demand a more honest version of it than Whitman imagined?

Key Takeaway for Students
Cummings doesn’t hate America—he hates unthinking patriotism.
Where Whitman sings America into being, Cummings interrupts the song and asks who is paying the price.

Optional Follow-Up / Homework
· Compare Cummings with Whitman or Langston Hughes on patriotism
· Short response: When does love of country become dangerous?
· Pair with Wilfred Owen or modern protest poetry


“THE LOVE SONG OF J. ALFRED PRUFROCK” BY T.S. ELIOT

15-Minute Lesson Plan
From Whitman to Eliot: Voice, Modernity, and the Fragmented Self
Learning Objectives (tell students at the start)
By the end of this mini-lecture, students should be able to:
1. Identify how Eliot’s Prufrock marks a shift from Whitman’s poetic voice.
2. Explain how fragmentation and interior monologue work in modernist poetry.
3. Compare Whitman’s public, collective “I” with Eliot’s anxious, isolated speaker.

0–2 minutes — Recap & Bridge from Whitman
Start with a quick recall question (verbal):
“Last class, how would you describe the speaker in Whitman’s I Hear America Singing?”
Guide them toward:
· Collective voice
· Confidence
· Bodily presence
· Work, action, song
Transition statement (key):
Whitman gives us a poet who sings outward, grounded in labor, community, and physical presence. Eliot gives us a speaker who thinks inward, stalled by anxiety, time, and self-consciousness.
If Whitman says “I celebrate myself,” Eliot asks “Do I dare?”

2–5 minutes — Context: Why Prufrock Is Modernist
Brief contextual framing drawn from the guide:
· Published in 1915, on the brink of World War I
· Breaks from Victorian confidence and Romantic lyricism
· Represents the onset of literary modernism
· Centers on alienation, anxiety, and indecision rather than action
Emphasize:
· Eliot replaces Whitman’s expansive optimism with cultural decay and psychological paralysis
· The modern city becomes a space of fragmentation, not community 
The Love Song of J. Alfred Pruf…

5–8 minutes — Speaker & Form: Dramatic Monologue vs. Whitman’s Lyric “I”
Key Concept: Dramatic Monologue
· Prufrock is an interior dramatic monologue
· We hear only Prufrock’s thoughts—no dialogue, no response
· This contrasts sharply with Whitman’s outward-facing address to the nation
Close reading moment (quote briefly aloud):
“Let us go then, you and I…”
Ask:
· Who is the “you”?
· Another person?
· Another part of himself?
Explain:
· Critics read this as a split consciousness
· Unlike Whitman’s unified self, Prufrock is internally divided 
The Love Song of J. Alfred Pruf…

8–11 minutes — Fragmentation, Time, and Anxiety
Fragmentation
· Repetition of images rather than narrative progression
· People reduced to parts: eyes, arms, voices
· City appears half-empty, ghostlike
Explain simply:
Eliot writes the poem the way anxiety feels—looping, broken, unfinished.
Time as Pressure (contrast with Whitman)
Whitman:
· Time = productivity, ongoing song
Prufrock:
· Time = paralysis
· Repetition of “There will be time” becomes a delay tactic
· Time feels oppressive, not liberating 
The Love Song of J. Alfred Pruf…

11–13 minutes — The “Overwhelming Question” & Failure to Act
Key teaching point:
· The poem builds tension toward an action that never happens
· Even when Prufrock imagines speaking, he imagines failure
Discuss:
· Lazarus fantasy → immediately undone
· Hamlet reference → Prufrock is not the hero, only an “attendant lord”
This is the anti-Whitman moment:
· Whitman’s speaker acts
· Prufrock imagines acting, then retreats

13–15 minutes — Synthesis & Discussion Prompt
Big Comparative Claim (explicit)
Whitman’s poetry trusts the body, the voice, and the collective.
Eliot’s poetry mistrusts language, action, and even the self.
Exit Question (quick think-pair-share or written):
How does Prufrock redefine what it means for a poem to have a “speaker” compared to Whitman?
Optional follow-up:
· Is Eliot criticizing modern life—or simply recording it?

Optional Homework / Extension
· Re-read Prufrock and mark every moment of hesitation.
· Write a short paragraph comparing Whitman’s singing workers to Prufrock’s “lonely men in shirt-sleeves.”
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