
Preview: Celebrate the life and work of poet 

Langston Hughes with this dramatization of his 

early years. Students will be inspired by his grit as he 

struggles with loneliness, poverty, discouragement, 

and discrimination—and achieves his dreams.

Learning Objectives: to analyze the connection 

between lines of poetry and events in the play   

Key Skills: text structure, figurative language, text 

features, key ideas, inference, character

Step-by-Step Lesson Plan
Close Reading, Critical Thinking, Skill Building

1 Preparing to Read 
Video, text features, and vocabulary.  

(15 minutes, activity sheets online) 
• Project or distribute the Video Discussion 

Questions. Preview the questions as a class.

• Watch the video “Time Machine: The Harlem 

Renaissance.” Have students work in groups to 

answer the discussion questions.   

• As a class, look at the photographs in the play. Ask 

volunteers to read the captions. Ask: What do these 

text features tell you about the play’s setting? 

• Project or distribute our Vocabulary Definitions for 

students to refer to as they read. Highlighted words: 

discrimination, feverishly, fleeting, prejudices, prolific, 

renaissance, resentment, segregate 

2 Reading the Play 
(30 minutes)

• Read aloud the “As You Read” box on page 16. Make 

sure students understand that the lines from the 

Drama, pages 16-21

poems appear in italicized text.

• Assign parts and read the play.

• Discuss the following questions as a class:

Close-Reading Questions 
(10 minutes, activity sheet online)

u Why might Kristin Lewis have chosen to open 

Scene 1 with the line of poetry that she did? (text 

structure) Lewis may have chosen to use these lines 

of poetry to introduce the idea of loneliness, which 

Langston experiences in the scene when he recalls 

white kids calling him names and when kids at school 

make fun of him for wearing cast-off shoes. 

uIn the lines of poetry at the beginning of Scene 2, 

 what does the speaker mean when he says that a 

“fenced-off narrow space” is assigned to him? How is 

this idea reflected in Scene 2 and in the photos and 

captions throughout the play?  (figurative language, 

text structure, text features) The speaker—who we 

can infer is black from his mention of having a “black 
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face”—means that as a black person in America, his 

opportunities are limited. This idea is reflected in 

Scene 2 when Langston is banned from his favorite 

movie house, the Children’s Day party, and from 

competing in school track meets. The photo and 

caption on page 18, which show an example of a 

“White Only” sign in the segregated South, 

also reflect the idea in the poem.

u How does the question asked 

in the lines of poetry at the 

beginning of Scene 4 relate to 

what happens in the scene? (Note 

that deferred means “put off or 

delayed to a later time.”) (key ideas, 

text structure) In this scene, Langston 

is “overcome with uncertainty,” and his 

dream of moving to Harlem and becoming a 

poet seems “impossibly far away.” The poetry asks if a 

dream put off until later will fade away; in the scene, 

Langston seems to be struggling to keep hold of his 

dream. 

u In Scene 4, what does Langston mean when he 

tells Sartur, “I’ll turn my poems into bread”? 

(figurative language) Langston means he’ll sell his 

poems. He uses “bread” to mean “money.”

u Scene 6 ends with Langston smiling and saying, 

“I’m going back to Harlem.” Why is returning 

to Harlem so important for Langston? (inference) 

Throughout his early life, Langston felt like an outsider 

and struggled to find a place where he belonged. You 

can infer that he now feels like he has something 

substantial to contribute to the Harlem Renaissance—

and that he will finally be where he belongs. 

u What traits helped Langston succeed? (character) 

Students might say that Langston succeeded because 

of his courage, resilience, and sense of adventure. 

• Divide students into three groups. Assign Scene 

3 to one group, Scene 5 to another, and Scene 6 to 

the third. Each group should analyze, in its assigned 

scene, the connection between the poetry and what 

happens in the scene. (Students have practiced doing 

this for the other scenes through the close-reading 

questions.) Have each group share its conclusions 

with the class. 

• Discuss the following critical-thinking questions as 

a class:

Critical-Thinking Questions 
(10 minutes, activity sheet online)

u Throughout his early life, Langston 

repeatedly finds himself an 

outsider. How might this have 

influenced his work as a poet? 

Perhaps being an outsider made 

Langston a more prolific writer; 

being barred from activities like the 

Children’s Day party may have driven 

him to express his feelings in writing. 

His feelings of being an outsider certainly 

affected the content of his work: The poetry 

included in this play describes loneliness, frustration, 

and dreams about a better future.  

u Langston wrote several poems about dreams. 

Why might this have been a particularly powerful 

topic for African-Americans in the 1920s and 1930s? 

Poems about dreams may have offered African-

Americans hope and a reason to persevere in a time 

when they really needed it: During the 1920s and ‘30s, 

African-Americans faced incredible social, political, 

and economic challenges. 

u How do the lines of poetry in the play add to your 

understanding of the story? How would the play 

be different without them? The poetry offers a look 

into Langston’s mind and heart; it offers a description 

of Langston’s feelings in his own words. The poetry 

adds authenticity to the play and leaves the impression 

that Langston has co-authored this biography.

3  Skill Focus:  
Text Structure and 

Character
Hand out our activity sheet Holding Fast to Dreams. 

It will help students prepare to respond to the writing 

prompt on page 21.

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS

What is the purpose of poetry? 

What does it mean to feel like 
an outsider? 

What does it take to follow 
your dream?



Differentiation 
For Struggling Readers

Langston’s parents do not support his dream of becoming a writer. What are their 

reasons for suggesting other paths? What are his reasons for following his dream? 

For Advanced Readers
At different points in the play, both of Langston’s parents try to discourage him 

from becoming a writer. Imagine that you are Old Langston. Write a letter to 

James and Carrie, explaining why you chose not to abandon your dream and 

how you feel about your decision. 

ACTIVITIES TO PRINT OR 
PROJECT: 
• �Video Discussion Questions*

• �Close-Reading and Critical-

Thinking Questions*

• �Vocabulary*

• Holding Fast to Dreams*

• �Literary Elements

• �Quiz (two levels)

• Contest Entry Form

*Supports the lesson plan

scope.scholastic.com

ONLINE 
RESOURCES

Complexity Factors 
See how these texts will challenge your students.

Purpose: This play chronicles the early struggles and triumphs of 

celebrated poet Langston Hughes. It also examines race in America in the 

1920s and ‘30s.

Structure: The play is mainly chronological. The character of Old Langston 

provides some past-tense narration. Each scene is framed by lines from 

Hughes’s poetry, inviting readers to make connections between the poetry 

and the play. 

Language Conventionality and Clarity:  
• �Vocabulary: many challenging academic and domain-specific words 

(e.g., discrimination, segregate, renaissance)    

• �Figurative Language: metaphors, rhetorical questions, other figures of 

speech

Knowledge Demands: The text refers to numerous locations (e.g., Harlem 

and Chicago), as well as to slavery and the Underground Railroad.

Lexile: not applicable

Literature Connections
Other literature and art related to the Harlem 

Renaissance:

•“Thank You, M’am” by Langston Hughes (short story) 
• The Block (1971) by Romare Bearden (artwork)
• No Crystal Stair by Vaunda Micheaux Nelson 
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VIDEO: Time Machine:

The Harlem Renaissance




