The Harlem Renaissance (10-Minute Mini-Lecture)
Course context: American Literature / African American Literature / Modernism
Primary goal: Introduce the movement’s historical conditions, artistic goals, and literary significance.

Learning Objectives (state briefly at the start)
By the end of this 10-minute lecture, students should be able to:
1. Define the Harlem Renaissance and explain why it emerged.
2. Identify key themes and artistic features of the movement.
3. Recognize major writers associated with the Harlem Renaissance.

0–1 minute | Opening Hook: Why Harlem?
Instructor prompt (spoken):
“When a group of writers suddenly starts producing new art, new voices, and new confidence—what has usually changed in the world around them?”
Transition:
The Harlem Renaissance was not just a literary movement—it was a cultural awakening shaped by migration, racism, and resistance. 
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1–3 minutes | What Is the Harlem Renaissance?
Draw directly from page 1 of the PDF:
· A cultural movement of the 1920s–1930s
· Sought to revive and promote African American art, music, and literature
· Centered largely in Harlem, New York
· Closely connected to the ongoing struggle for civil rights
· Emerged as African Americans fled the segregated South for Northern cities
Key teaching claim:
The Harlem Renaissance was about self-definition—telling Black life and history on Black artists’ own terms. 
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3–5 minutes | Historical Conditions & Timeline
Use the timeline slide (page 3) to show cause and effect:
· 1863 – Emancipation Proclamation
· 1896 – Plessy v. Ferguson upholds segregation
· 1910s – The Great Migration begins
· 1921 – Hughes publishes “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”
· 1937 – Their Eyes Were Watching God published
· 1964 – Civil Rights Act
Explain simply:
The Harlem Renaissance grows out of freedom promised but delayed. Migration created new urban communities—and new artistic energy. 
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5–7 minutes | Key Themes & Artistic Elements
Draw from page 2 (“Key Elements”):
Race
· Poetry depicts real Black life and experience
· Rejection of stereotypes
· Assertion of pride and identity
Music
· Jazz and blues deeply influence poetic rhythm and form
· Especially important for Langston Hughes
Religion
· Christianity explored as both comfort and contradiction
Nature
· Rivers, landscapes, remembered spaces
· Often symbolic rather than pastoral
Teaching insight:
There was no single style—the movement was unified by purpose, not form. 
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7–9 minutes | Key Figures (Who Matters?)
From page 4 of the PDF:
· Langston Hughes – Most famous poet; accessible voice; jazz influence
· Claude McKay – More militant, confrontational politics (“If We Must Die”)
· Zora Neale Hurston – Prose, folklore, Black vernacular (Their Eyes Were Watching God)
· James Weldon Johnson – Writer, activist, educator
· Georgia Douglas Johnson – Poetry, drama, gendered Black experience
Important clarification:
Not all Harlem Renaissance writers agreed politically—or aesthetically. That tension is part of its power. 
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9–10 minutes | Wrap-Up & Framing Question
Synthesis statement:
The Harlem Renaissance redefined American literature by insisting that Black life, language, and history belong at the center of national culture—not the margins.
Exit question (verbal or written):
Why do you think the Harlem Renaissance mattered not only artistically, but politically?

Key Takeaway for Students
The Harlem Renaissance was a cultural revolution: writers used poetry, fiction, and music to claim history, dignity, and voice in a nation that had long denied them.

Optional Follow-Ups
· Read Hughes’s “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” as a model text
· Compare Hughes and McKay on tone and politics
· Short response: Is art a form of resistance?
The Great Migration (Student-Friendly Definition)
The Great Migration was the movement of millions of African Americans from the Southern United States to Northern and Western cities during the early 20th century. People moved to escape racism and violence in the South and to look for better jobs and opportunities. This migration reshaped American cities, culture, and literature.

Why Did the Great Migration Happen? (Student-Friendly Causes)
Reasons people left the South (push factors):
· Jim Crow laws enforced racial segregation and discrimination
· Racial violence and lynching made daily life dangerous
· Sharecropping and poverty trapped families in debt
· Black Americans were denied voting rights and legal protection
Reasons people moved North and West (pull factors):
· Factory and industrial jobs, especially during World War I
· Higher wages than farm labor
· Greater access to education and political participation
· The hope of greater freedom and safety, even if racism still existed
Why is the Great Migration important?
Culturally
· It made movements like the Harlem Renaissance possible
· Created new Black urban cultures in music (jazz, blues), literature, and art
Politically
· Shifted Black political power to Northern cities
· Laid groundwork for the Civil Rights Movement
Literarily
· Changed the subjects and voices of American literature
· Writers like Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, Claude McKay, and later Gwendolyn Brooks wrote directly out of this experience

Connection to “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”
Langston Hughes’s “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” reflects the spirit of the Great Migration by presenting Black history as ancient, global, and continuous, not limited to slavery in America. The poem traces rivers from Africa to the Mississippi, showing that Black identity existed long before oppression in the United States. For readers living through the Great Migration, the poem offered pride and reassurance: Black life did not begin in chains, and it would not end there.
“The Negro Speaks of Rivers” by Langston Hughes
15-Minute Lesson Plan: History, Voice, and Deep Time
Learning Goals (state briefly at the start)
By the end of this lesson, students should be able to:
1. Explain how Hughes uses rivers to represent Black history and perseverance.
2. Understand how the poem collapses time into a collective voice.
3. Identify how form, repetition, and imagery reinforce meaning.

0–2 minutes | Opening Hook: Rivers as Memory
Instructor prompt (spoken):
“Think of a river you know—maybe one you’ve lived near, crossed, or seen often. What kinds of history does it hold?”
Take 2–3 brief student responses.
Transition:
Langston Hughes imagines rivers not just as places, but as living witnesses to history—especially Black history.

2–4 minutes | Context: Hughes, Youth, and the Moment
Key points to cover succinctly:
· Hughes wrote the poem at age 17, while crossing the Mississippi River by train.
· Published in 1919, early in the Harlem Renaissance.
· Written before Hughes became famous—yet already shows his lifelong themes.
· The poem is both personal and collective, youthful and ancient at once.
Emphasize:
This poem is not about one person’s memory—it speaks for a people across time.

4–7 minutes | Close Reading: Rivers and Deep Time
Read aloud (or project):
I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human blood in human veins.
Guide students to notice:
· Repetition of “I’ve known rivers”
· Rivers described as older than humanity
· Personification: rivers are known, not just seen
Key interpretive claim:
The speaker’s identity is older than oppression, older than nations, older than history books.
Introduce the refrain:
My soul has grown deep like the rivers.
Explain:
· “Deep” = layered, enduring, historically rich
· The soul accumulates time the way rivers accumulate sediment

7–10 minutes | Mapping History Through Rivers
Walk students through the sequence (briefly, clearly):
· Euphrates → cradle of civilization (origins of humanity)
· Congo → African homeland, intimacy, rest
· Nile → African civilization, labor, monumental history
· Mississippi → slavery, America, Lincoln, modern struggle
Key point:
The poem traces Black history as global, ancient, and continuous, not beginning with slavery.
Emphasize:
This is not chronological autobiography—it’s symbolic history.

10–12 minutes | Form & Literary Devices
Cover efficiently:
Free Verse
· No fixed meter or rhyme
· Lines flow unevenly → mimics river movement
Repetition
· “I’ve known rivers” frames the poem
· Reinforces continuity and endurance
Imagery
· “Muddy bosom turning golden”
· Mud = labor, suffering, history
· Gold = dignity, beauty, survival
Teaching insight:
The river changes—but it never forgets where it’s been.

12–14 minutes | Meaning & Common Misreadings
Clarify key ideas:
· The speaker is not a single immortal person
· The “I” represents collective Black memory
· The poem is not only American—it’s global
· Words like muddy and dusky are honorific, not negative
Crucial takeaway:
Time does not erase Black identity—it deepens it.

14–15 minutes | Wrap-Up Discussion Question
Ask students to respond briefly (spoken or written):
Discussion Prompt:
Why do you think Hughes ends the poem by repeating the opening lines instead of introducing something new?
(Optional follow-up):
How does this poem challenge the idea that history only belongs to written records?

Key Takeaway for Students
“The Negro Speaks of Rivers” imagines Black identity as ancient, global, and enduring—flowing through time like a river that carries memory, pain, and beauty together.

Optional Extensions / Homework
· Pair with Whitman’s “I Hear America Singing” (collective voice)
· Pair with Hughes’s “I, Too” (future-oriented hope)
· Short response: How does Hughes redefine where history begins?



“America” by Claude McKay (15-Minute Lesson Plan)
Course context: American Literature / Harlem Renaissance / Modernism

Learning Objectives (1 minute)
By the end of this mini-lecture, students should be able to:
1. Compare Langston Hughes and Claude McKay in tone and political stance.
2. Explain how McKay uses the sonnet form to express conflicted patriotism.
3. Analyze how “America” critiques the nation while still claiming it as home.

0–3 minutes | Opening Comparison: Hughes vs. McKay
Begin with a direct contrast (spoken):
· Langston Hughes
· Tone: meditative, proud, expansive
· Politics: affirmation of Black endurance and history
· “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” frames Black identity as ancient, global, and continuous
· Claude McKay
· Tone: confrontational, tense, conflicted
· Politics: direct critique of racism and power
· “America” focuses on present struggle inside the nation
Key framing claim:
Hughes looks backward and outward across deep time; McKay looks directly at America now, refusing comfort.

3–5 minutes | Context & Stakes
Cover succinctly:
· McKay was a central figure in the Harlem Renaissance
· Wrote during the early 20th century amid:
· racial violence
· immigration debates
· American imperial confidence
· Unlike Hughes’s mythic voice, McKay speaks as a Black subject inside a hostile nation
Teaching point:
“America” is not a rejection of the U.S.—it is a love poem written under pressure.

5–7 minutes | Form Matters: Why a Sonnet?
Explain the structure clearly:
· 14-line sonnet
· Rhyme scheme: ABAB CDCD EFEF GG
· Traditional form associated with love and devotion
Interpretive move:
McKay uses the sonnet—the form of romantic love—to write a poem that says:
I love you, but you hurt me.
Introduce the volta (turn) around line 8:
· Shift from America’s dominance over the speaker
· To the speaker’s assertion of strength and resistance

7–10 minutes | Close Reading: Violence and Vigor
Focus on the opening lines:
Although she feeds me bread of bitterness,
And sinks into my throat her tiger’s tooth…
Guide students to notice:
· Personification of America as a powerful woman
· Violence imagery (“tiger’s tooth,” “stealing my breath”)
· Oxymoron: “cultured hell”
Key insight:
America is both brutal and energizing—it harms, but it also forges resilience.

10–12 minutes | Pronouns & Power
Highlight the pronoun shift:
· Early lines: “she” dominates → America as overpowering force
· Later lines: “I stand” → speaker claims agency
Explain:
This shift mirrors McKay’s political stance:
· He refuses both submission and blind patriotism
· Strength comes from confrontation, not escape
Contrast with Hughes:
· Hughes’s “I” speaks for a people across time
· McKay’s “I” stands alone, alert, and defiant

12–14 minutes | The Final Couplet & Historical Warning
Read or paraphrase the closing image:
Like priceless treasures sinking in the sand.
Explain:
· Allusion to Shelley’s “Ozymandias”
· Suggests that no empire lasts forever
· America’s greatness is not guaranteed
Interpretive takeaway:
McKay loves America enough to warn it.

14–15 minutes | Wrap-Up Discussion Question
Ask students to respond verbally or in a brief write:
How does McKay’s conflicted love of America challenge simpler ideas of patriotism?
Optional follow-up:
Which feels more politically powerful to you—Hughes’s pride or McKay’s confrontation? Why?

Key Takeaway for Students
Hughes and McKay both affirm Black identity, but they do so differently:
· Hughes roots identity in ancient endurance
· McKay insists on present resistance
Together, they show that loving a country can mean both celebration and critique.

Optional Extensions
· Pair with McKay’s “If We Must Die” for militant tone
· Compare to Whitman’s patriotic optimism
· Short response: Can critique be a form of loyalty?
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