
English 11/AP Language and Composition 
Discussions:  Harlem Renaissance Poetry 

You and a partner have chosen a poem on which to lead a discussion on Tuesday, Wednesday, or 
Thursday of  this week.  Having received your poem on Thursday and identified speaker, occasion, 
form, theme, and style between then and Monday, you are qualified to proceed. 

First, everyone is to read and annotate the poems for the day.  When I look around the room as we 
start class, I should see the day’s poems annotated.  The poems assigned for the day are the poems 
we will discuss.  In the case of  individual absences, missing students will be required to write their 
notes formally as a make-up assignment.  Present students will bravely lead the discussion.  (The 
exception to this policy is the day of  Jimmy Davern’s funeral—I will make a determination once we 
know more.) 

Day 1 (Tuesday):  “I, too” (Christina and Alessandra), “Theme for English B” (Symone and Tati), 
“November Cotton Flower” (Marisa and Sofia) 

Day 2 (Wednesday):  “To the Swimmer” (KD and Elizabeth), “Georgia Dusk” (Sophia and Bridget), 
“America” (Mar Pep and Noelia) 

Day 3 (Thursday):  “Mother to Son” (Mar Mar and Vero), “At the Carnival” (Maggie and Caitlin) 
“Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing” (Sherry, if  she’s back) 

1.  To begin your discussion, present a minute or less of  biographical information or other context 
for the poem.  This time is limited because the focus is to be on the poem itself;  further, as we have 
noted, it is disrespectful to art to treat it as a function of  personal biography or politics or 
psychology, though these factors shed some important light on the piece.  Use a reputable source 
that you would not mind citing;  my Africana reference book is a good source;  other, edited 
“reference” sources are fine, but please don’t cite blogs or Wikipedia or a study-guide source. 

2.  Then, read the poem.   

3.  Think:  What is the main argument the poem is making?  Arguments might be ‘rhetorical,’ overt, 
about issues, or they might be more literary, more like what we call theme.  How does the poem 
promote its argument?  Using the poem to guide and make sufficiently specific your questions, give 
the class a prompt that will encourage students to consider what you see as the emphases of  the 
poem.  Follow the answers the class gives in order to follow up, ask further questions, and refine 
what could constitute a rhetorical analysis of  the poem. 

I’ve found it’s best to keep in mind an array of  correct answers rather than to rigidly impose your 
own idea.  The exception to this is when students answering are clearly overlooking an important 
point or are presenting a literally correct but not productive reading of  the poem. 

You can always close a point by offering overtly your own interpretation:  “That’s interesting [really 
listen, really mean this], but I see these factors pointing towards…” 

Keep the discussion to 10 minutes. 

4.  At the end of  your discussion, hand in your works cited page, in MLA style.


