
Perspectives USA
Learning Objective: Students will compare pieces of literature and music 
to create a varied perspective of America.

ACTIVITY (20-25 minutes)

1. Distribute “Perspectives USA Poems” to the class. 

2. Listen to the musical piece, “America the Beautiful.” Ask the students to pay 
particular attention to the descriptive words and lyrics.

3. Discuss the inspiration for the piece: How does the composer use the poem 
as an inspiration for the music? What musical techniques does the composer 
use to get across the idea of the poem?  (e.g. soaring melodies represent the 
descriptive language, inspired by nature; slow tempo for contemplation; higher 
pitches and repetition of the word “America” for emphasis)

4. Read “I Hear America Singing” by Walt Whitman and “I, Too” by Langston 
Hughes.

5. Compare and contrast the two poems: What descriptive words stand out 
in each poem? How does the tone of each poem differ? What were the two 
authors’ viewpoints on America? 

6. Continue the class discussion: How was America different when each of the 
authors was living? How does the time period in which each poem was written 
affect the author’s perspective about the country? 

7. Ask the students to brainstorm a list of their ideas about America:  What 
descriptive words would you use to express your ideas? Are there current 
events or cultural backgrounds that shape your opinion?  The students should 
decide about their viewpoint by combining the artists’ perspectives they agree 
with and their own opinions. 

REFLECTION
1. Did the student identify a theme in each poem?

2. Could the student discuss the diversity of America?

3. Was the student able to compare and contrast the descriptive language of the 
three poems?
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MATERIALS & SETUP
• Poems: Perspectives USA
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FINE ARTS

• 1RE Explain how the 
elements and subject 
matter of music connect 
with disciplines outside 
the arts. 

LANGUAGE ARTS
• RL.4.2 Analyze literary 

text development.

a.  Determine a theme 
of a story, drama, or 
poem from details in 
the text.

b.  Summarize the text, 
incorporating a  
theme determined 
from details in the text.

• RL.4.5 Refer to the  
structural elements of  
poems (e.g., verse, 
rhythm, meter).

SOCIAL STUDIES
• 13. The population of 

the United States has 
changed over time, 
becoming more diverse 
(e.g., racial, ethnic, lin-
guistic, religious). Ohio’s 
population has become 
increasingly reflective of 
the cultural diversity of 
the United States. 

(over)



EXTENSION
1. Have the students create a piece of music or poem that represents their 

perspective on America. Students might:

- Write a poem, short story, essay, or play.  What descriptive language will 
you use?   

- Compose a piece of music using rhythm instruments, body percussion, 
vocal sounds, samples of other music, or sounds around the room.  
What instruments should you use? What kinds of sounds might create  
a mood that suggest your ideas?

2. Share the student works with the class by organizing a small exhibition or 
performance.

EXTENSION MATERIAL
• Paper/Pencils

• Rhythm instruments



Perspectives USA Poems

American the Beautiful
Katharine Lee Bates

(1859-1929)

I Hear America Singing
Walt Whitman

(1819-1892)

I, Too
Langston Hughes

(1902-1967)

O beautiful for spacious skies,
For amber waves of grain,
For purple mountain majesties
Above the fruited plain!
America! America!
God shed His grace on thee
And crown thy good with 

brotherhood
From sea to shining sea!

O beautiful for pilgrim feet,
Whose stern, impassioned stress
A thoroughfare for freedom beat
Across the wilderness!
America! America!
God mend thine every flaw,
Confirm thy soul in self-control,
Thy liberty in law!

O beautiful for heroes proved
In liberating strife,
Who more than self their country 

loved
And mercy more than life!
America! America!
May God thy gold refine,
Till all success be nobleness,
And every gain divine!

O beautiful for patriot dream
That sees beyond the years
Thine alabaster cities gleam
Undimmed by human tears!
America! America!
God shed His grace on thee
And crown thy good with 

brotherhood
From sea to shining sea!

I hear America singing, the 
varied carols I hear,

Those of mechanics, each one 
singing his as it should be 
blithe and strong,

The carpenter singing his as he 
measures his plank or beam,

The mason singing his as he 
makes ready for work, or 
leaves off work,

The boatman singing what 
belongs to him in his boat, 
the deckhand singing on the 
steamboat deck,

The shoemaker singing as he 
sits on his bench, the hatter 
singing as he stands,

The wood-cutter’s song, the 
ploughboy’s on his way in 
the morning, or at noon 
intermission or at sundown,

The delicious singing of the 
mother, or of the young wife 
at work, or of the girl sewing 
or washing,

Each singing what belongs to 
him or her and to none else,

The day what belongs to the 
day—at night the party 
of young fellows, robust, 
friendly,

Singing with open mouths their 
strong melodious songs.

I, too, sing America.

I am the darker brother.
They send me to eat in the 

kitchen
When company comes,
But I laugh,
And eat well,
And grow strong.

Tomorrow,
I’ll be at the table
When company comes.
Nobody’ll dare
Say to me,
“Eat in the kitchen,”
Then.

Besides, 
They’ll see how beautiful I am
And be ashamed—

I, too, am America.


