
LEARNING STRATEGIES:
Marking the Text, Think-Pair-
Share, Double-Entry Journal, 
Graphic Organizer, Outlining 

My Notes

 

Nanny’s Story ACTIVITY

5.11

Learning Targets
• Identify and define various points of view and perspectives in the text.

• Examine Hurston’s adherence to and departures from the Harlem Renaissance 
literary movement.

Before Reading
1. Review the definitions of extended metaphor and point of view. Give an 

example of each.

During Reading
2. Identify the extended metaphor that contributes to the poem’s meaning. As you 

read the poem, also consider how Hughes’s style is similar to Hurston’s. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Fascinated with jazz rhythms and the lyrics of blues music, Langston Hughes’s 
first book of poetry, The Weary Blues, was published in 1926. A major figure in 
the Harlem Renaissance, Hughes also wrote novels, short stories, plays, and 
nonfiction. His works captured and celebrated the culture of black America.

Poetry

Mother to Son
by Langston Hughes

  Well, son, I’ll tell you:
  Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.
  It’s had tacks in it,
  And splinters,
 5 And boards torn up,
  And places with no carpet on the � oor—
  Bare.
  But all the time 
  I’se been a-climbin’ on,
 10 And reachin’ landin’s,
  And turnin’ corners,
  And sometimes goin’ in the dark
  Where there ain’t been no light.
  So, boy, don’t you turn back.
 15 Don’t you set down on the steps.
  ‘Cause you � nds it’s kinder hard.
  Don’t you fall now—
  For I’se still goin’, honey,
  I’se still climbin’,
 20 And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. 

Literary Terms
An extended metaphor is 
a comparison between two 
unlike things that continues 
throughout a series of 
sentences in a paragraph 
or lines in a poem.
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 ACTIVITY 5.11
continued

After Reading
3. Who is the speaker in the poem? Who is the audience? 

4. Summarize the situation.

5. Identify the extended metaphor in the poem “Mother to Son,” and analyze how 
this metaphor develops throughout the poem.

6. One of the hallmarks of Hurston’s writing style is her use of narrative voice. List 
all the points of view you find in Chapter 2. As you continue to read Their Eyes 
Were Watching God, pay attention to the way Hurston skillfully shifts between 
different narrative voices, or points of view. 

First-person voices:

• Janie (speaking to Phoeby)

• Nanny, telling her story to Janie

Third-person omniscient:

• the formal narrator who sets the stage and comments on the porch sitters in 
Chapter 1 and who tells the reader of Janie’s thoughts and Nanny’s struggles 
in Chapter 2

 Third-person limited: 

• third-person narrative through the eyes of a single character; a subjective, 
limited point of view 
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 ACTIVITY 5.11
continued

Nanny’s Story

Reading Chapter 2
As you continue reading Chapter 2, use your double-entry journal to take notes. 
As you make your journal entries, keep in mind how the values, beliefs, history, 
arts, and concerns with daily life that characterize the Harlem Renaissance are 
embodied in Hurston’s work. 

7. What theme does Hurston introduce with Janie’s story about playing with the 
Washburn children?

 

8. At the paragraph that begins, “Phoebe’s hungry listening helped Janie to tell her 
story,” the narrative point of view begins to change. How does moving to this 
third-person narration affect your understanding of Janie? 

 

9. Explain the differences in Janie’s desires and Nanny’s plans for her. 

 

Making Text-to-Text Comparisons
As Nanny becomes the narrator of her story in Chapter 2, she says to Janie: 

“Ah was born back due in slavery so it wasn’t for me to ful� ll my dreams of whut 
a woman oughta be and to do. Dat’s one of de hold-backs of slavery. But nothing can’t 
stop you from wishin’. Ah didn’t want to be used for a work-ox and a brood-sow and 
Ah didn’t want mah daughter used dat way neither. It sho wasn’t mah will for things 
to happen lak they did. Ah even hated de way you was born. But, all de same Ah said 
thank god, Ah got another chance. Ah wanted to preach a great sermon about colored 
women sittin’ on high, but they wasn’t no pulpit for me. Freedom found me wid a baby 
daughter in mah arms, so Ah said Ah’d take a broom and a cook-pot and throw up a 
highway through de wilderness for her. She would expound what Ah felt. . .

“Ah wouldn’t marry nobody, though. Ah could have uh heap uh times, cause Ah 
didn’t want nobody mistreating mah baby. So Ah got with some good white people and 
come down here in West Florida to work and make de sun shine on both sides of de 
street for Leafy.

“Mah Madam help me wid her just lak she been doin’ wid you. Ah put her in 
school when it got so it was a school to put her in. Ah was ‘spectin to make a school 
teacher outa her.”
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 ACTIVITY 5.11
continued

10. Make a text-to-text comparison between the voice and advice in “Mother to 
Son” and Nanny’s voice and concerns in her speech to Janie. 

Check Your Understanding
Writing Prompt: Consider the following questions:

1. How do Nanny’s hopes for Janie echo the philosophy and beliefs of the Harlem 
Renaissance?

2. How does Janie’s story place her family in the historical context of the Harlem 
Renaissance?

3. How do Nanny’s ideas about daily life, including marriage and education, reflect 
and depart from the beliefs of the Harlem Renaissance? 

Write a one-paragraph response that synthesizes your thoughts on the 
three questions, citing textual evidence from Chapters 1 and 2 of Their Eyes 
Were Watching God. Be sure to:

• Include a thesis, or claim, that gives direction to your response.

• Cite textual evidence to support your claim.

• Include relevant information about the Harlem Renaissance and valid inferences 
from the novel’s text.
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