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LEARNING STANDARDS 

See the standards alignment chart to learn how this lesson supports New Jersey 
State Standards.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 

What were the causes and effects of the Great Migration? How did the hopes of 
Black Americans during the Great Migration match up with the reality of their lives 
in the North?

TIME NEEDED 

135 minutes + time for research

MATERIALS

→  AV equipment to show a video  
and maps

→  In the News: 1916–1921 handout  
(one per student)

→  The Great Migration: Underlying  
Causes handout (one to project  
or one per student)

→  The First Great Migration and  
The Second Great Migration maps  
(one copy to project)

→  New Jersey and the Great Migration 
handout (one per student)

→  Sources: New Jersey and the Great  
Migration handout (one to project  
or one per small group)

VOCABUL ARY

chain migration

emigration

exodus

ghetto

Great Migration

Harlem Renaissance

Jim Crow

migration/migrate

New Negro Movement

oppressive

Red Summer

segregation

slum

urban

OBJECTIVES

Students will:

→  Discuss the causes and effects of the Great Migration.

→  Analyze primary source materials to understand the push and pull factors  
behind the Great Migration.

→  Identify the achievements and barriers to opportunity for Black people in the 
North, particularly New Jersey.

→  Research the impact of artists who shaped the cultural experiences of Black 
Americans during the period of the Great Migration.

High School | Grades 9–12

TRANSFORMING THE BLACK  
EXPERIENCE

https://njsbf.org/amistad_guide_standards_unit-4/
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Procedures

PART 1
Push and Pull Factors (60 mins.) 

1  Divide the class into small groups and distribute copies of 
the handout In the News: 1916–1921. Have groups conduct 
a “3-2-1” analysis of the news items using the process be-
low. Then gather the class and discuss their findings. Chart 
key themes and questions that arise.

 →  3— Record three trends that were taking place from 
1916–21 based on the headlines.

 →  2— Record two reasons for these trends based on  
evidence in the texts and your prior knowledge.

 →  1— Record one question you have as a group after  
analyzing the news headlines.

2  Write “The Great Migration” on the board and allow  
students to share any prior knowledge they have about 
this term. Define migration as the act of moving from one 
place to another. Explain that from 1916–1970, more than 
6 million Black Americans migrated from their homes in 
the South to northern, midwestern and western parts of 
the U.S. Project the handouts The First Great Migration and 
The Second Great Migration and review the maps together, 
exploring migration patterns during this era.

3  In their notebooks, have students divide a page into two 
columns and label one “Push Factors” and the other “Pull 
Factors.” Explain that they will take notes on the reasons 
why Black Americans fled the South (push factors) and 
were drawn to the North and West (pull factors). Allow 
them time to record notes based on what they have al-
ready discovered.

4  Project or distribute the handout The Great Migration: 
Underlying Causes, a 1920 editorial from the Providence 
Journal. As a class or in small groups, have students read 
the piece and discuss/record major push and pull factors 
according to the writer. Ask students to identify examples 
that illustrate some of the following phrases in the  
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commentary: “oppressive conditions”; “unjust treatment…
by the mob”; “enactment of State laws for…humiliating and 
degrading”; “fairness of the Northern white man”; “and 
constitutional rights.”

5  Show the Black History in Two Minutes (or So) video,  
Migrations: From Exodusters to Great Migrations [3:37]: 
https://bit.ly/3fW6I90. Have students continue to record 
push and pull factors as they watch. Afterwards, review 
students’ observations and discuss some of the following 
questions.

 →  What are examples of the “systematic erosion of rights” 
that plagued southern Black communities after the 
period of Reconstruction?

 →  According to the video, what three conditions did Black 
people seek through migration? [equal rights, personal 
safety and economic opportunity]

 →  What role did World Wars I and II have in the migration 
of Black Americans from the South?

 →  What is a “Black urban population hub”? What have 
been some of the challenges and benefits of these 
hubs?

 →  In your view, what were the two or three most important 
push and pull factors behind the Great Migration?  
Explain your thinking.

PART 2
Life in New Jersey (45 mins.)

6  Tell students that perhaps no other northern state was 
more affected by the Great Migration than New Jersey. 
Project the statistics8 below and have students reflect on 
them in pairs. Ask students to identify one challenge and 
one benefit they think Black migrants to New Jersey might 
have experienced based on these population figures.

 →  Between 1910 and 1930, New Jersey’s Black population 
more than doubled, from 88,000 to over 200,000. This 
growth was more than any other northern state.

 →  Of the 21 northern cities in 1930 that had Black popula-
tions over 10,000, four—Newark, Atlantic City, Camden 
and Jersey City—were in New Jersey.

8  Sources: PBS Learning Media, “The Great Migration—New Jersey: Then and Now,”  
https://bit.ly/3dqi2sw;  Wright, Giles R., Afro-Americans in New Jersey: a short history  
(Trenton, NJ: New Jersey Historical Commission, 1989), 54–78.

https://bit.ly/3fW6I90
https://bit.ly/3dqi2sw


3

71JIM CROW AND THE GREAT MIGRATION

 →  Between 1940 and 1980, New Jersey’s Black population 
more than quadrupled, from about 227,000 to 925,000, 
with Black people comprising almost 13 percent of the 
population—the highest percentage ever in the state’s 
history up until that time.

7  Tell students that they will read and record notes about 
life in New Jersey for Black people during the period of the 
Great Migration. Divide the class into small groups and 
distribute chart paper and markers, and the handout New 
Jersey and the Great Migration. Review the instructions with 
students. Have groups transpose the graphic organizer on 
the handout onto a large sheet of chart paper. 

8  Project or distribute the handout Sources: New Jersey and 
the Great Migration. Assign each group one to two text 
resources, varying the assignments so that groups don’t  
all examine the same readings. (Visual resources are  
included for students who may not be able to manage  
difficult texts.) Direct groups to collaboratively add notes  
to their charts as they read and discuss.

9  Have groups post their charts. Then gather the class  
and discuss some of the following questions.

 →  What were some of the major achievements of Black 
migrants to New Jersey?

 →  What were the greatest barriers to full equality for 
Black migrants to New Jersey?

 →  Do you think life in New Jersey met the expectations  
of Black migrants? Explain.

 →  How did the Great Migration change the lives of Black 
people? How did it change New Jersey?

PART 3
An Outpouring of Culture  
(30 mins. + time for research project)

10  Post the quote below. In pairs or as a class, ask students  
to interpret the author’s words.

  “Art must discover and reveal the beauty which prejudice and 
caricature have overlaid” —Alain LeRoy Locke, 1925

N O T E
Alain LeRoy Locke  
(1885–1954) was an educator, 
philosopher, writer and a 
Black gay man from  
Philadelphia, who described 
himself as the “midwife” to 
aspiring Black writers. Locke 
was an important part of the 
New Negro Movement and 
known as the “Father of the 
Harlem Renaissance.” In The 
New Negro (1925) and other 
writings, Locke advocated  
for a more forthright Black 
national consciousness,  
assertiveness in response  
to the status quo and  
transformation through  
Black art and culture.
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11  Comment that Locke and other leaders—during the era 
of the first Great Migration—encouraged a new kind of 
Black pride that could be lifted through art and culture. 
The result was a flourishing of literature, art and music that 
celebrated the experiences of Black people. As an example, 
show the two short videos about Paul Robeson from the 
PBS Learning Media series “New Jersey: Then and Now”—
Robeson at Rutgers University [1:14] and An International Star 
[1:37]: https://bit.ly/3d3spC9. Discuss how Robeson over-
came prejudice to become one of the greatest artists and 
activists of the 20th century.

12  In groups, have students research one of the following 
notable artists, who all came from New Jersey and thrived 
during the time of the Great Migration. 

 →  Jessie Redmon Fauset (1882–1961): editor, poet,  
essayist and novelist from Lawnside, NJ

 →  Paul Robeson (1898–1976): actor, singer, writer and 
activist from Princeton, NJ

 →  William James “Count” Basie (1904–1984): jazz pianist, 
bandleader and composer from Red Bank, NJ

 →  Jacob Lawrence (1917–2000): painter from Atlantic  
City, NJ

 →  Sarah Vaughan (1924–1990): jazz singer from  
Newark, NJ

13  Assign groups to create a “one-pager” reflecting the 
achievements of the artist they researched. The  
“one-pager” is a physical or digital page on which students 
convey their insights creatively through the arrangement 
of quotes, narrative text, symbols and images. Their work 
should interpret rather than summarize, and should  
address some of the following questions:

 →  How did the artist overcome prejudice or other  
challenges in their life?

 →  How did the artist reflect, celebrate or change the  
Black experience?

 →  What is the artist’s legacy? What impact did the artist 
make on U.S. society?

14  Display the “one-pagers” and have students conduct a 
“gallery walk” in which they observe and take note of their 
peers’ work. Conclude the lesson by discussing some of the 
questions on the following page.

https://bit.ly/3d3spC9
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Discussion Questions

 1  What were the most significant push and pull factors 
behind the Great Migration?

 2  What is your reaction to the following quote from Isabel 
Wilkerson (author of The Warmth of Other Suns): “Perhaps 
it is not a question of whether the migrants…were pushed 
or pulled to their destinations, but a question of how they 
summoned the courage to leave in the first place or…
found the will to press beyond the forces against them…”?

 3  Did the reality of life in the North reflect the hopes and 
aspirations of Black migrants? Explain.

 4  It has been said that Black migrants didn’t ask for  
acceptance but rather declared themselves as equals. 
What examples illustrate this idea?

 5  What achievements of Black Americans during the era  
of the Great Migration most stood out to you? Why?

 6  What have been the lasting effects of the Great  
Migration on the United States?

 7  How does the Great Migration compare with other  
migrations that you are aware of in history or today?
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

+   CBS Chicago. “Red Summer: 
The Pain And Lessons Of The 
1919 Chicago Race Riots.” 
July 26, 2019. YouTube video, 
4:10. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=HutkX-
D5Wvn4. 

+   Digital Public Library of 
America. “Primary Source 
Sets: The Great Migra-
tion.” https://dp.la/prima-
ry-source-sets/the-great-mi-
gration.

+   New Jersey State Library. 
“Letters of Black Migrants 
to the Chicago Defender 
(1917).”  
https://bit.ly/3abukmp. 

+   Rowan University. “African 
American Contributions to 
the History of New Jersey: 
Some New Jerseyans of 
Note.”  
https://bit.ly/3uNOACg.

+   PBS Learning Media. “New 
Jersey: Then and Now.” 
https://ny.pbslearningmedia.
org/collection/new-jersey-
then-and-now. 

+   Warren Hills Regional School 
District. “Create a Migrant's 
Scrapbook from the First 
Great Migration.”  
https://bit.ly/3dJx8If.

+   Wilkerson, Isabel. The 
Warmth of Other Suns: The 
Epic Story of America's Great 
Migration. New York: Vintage 
Books, 2011.

Lesson Extensions

↗  Have students view Jacob Lawrence’s Migration Series, a sequence 
of 60 panels published in 1941 that depict the experiences of 
Black people during the Great Migration (https://bit.ly/3dYemgm). 
The final panel in the series ends with the words, “And the  
migrants kept coming.” Have students respond to this idea of an 
ongoing migration by creating their own piece and sharing their 
#Panel61 at https://bit.ly/3mNMWhp.

↗  There is a body of poetry that explores the feelings and  
experiences of Black people during the period of the Great 
Migration. Have students read one or more of the poems below 
(or other related works) and respond to the themes of the poetry 
through discussion, artwork or writing a poem of their own.

 Bound No’th Blues by Langston Hughes

 Bound for the Promised Land by Mr. Ward

 The Land of Hope by William Crosse

 Migration by Walter Dean Myers

 One-Way Ticket by Langston Hughes

 The South by Langston Hughes

 When I Return to the Southland It Will Be by Sparrell Scott

↗  The Great Migration was bookended by riots across the  
United States. The “Red Summer” of 1919 was the culmination 
of growing racial tensions resulting from the migration of Black 
people northward, economic decline, competition over jobs 
and housing and the demand among Black people for equal 
opportunity. During what was referred to as the “Long Hot 
Summer of 1967,” more than 150 riots broke out in response 
to frustration among Black people about societal inequalities, 
including unemployment, abusive policing and poor housing. 
Have students research a riot in one city in 1919 and one city 
in 1967 and conduct a comparison of the causes and effects  
of the unrest in each time and place.

↗  The New York Times op-ed columnist Charles Blow moved to 
Atlanta, Georgia, after 25 years in New York. He has proposed 
that other Black Americans in the North also return to the 
South in order to establish political power in the region where 
they were once oppressed. Have students research two to 
three news articles by Blow or others about the idea of a “great 
reverse migration” and write an essay in which they argue the 
pros and cons of such a movement.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HutkXD5Wvn4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HutkXD5Wvn4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HutkXD5Wvn4
https://dp.la/primary-source-sets/the-great-migration
https://dp.la/primary-source-sets/the-great-migration
https://dp.la/primary-source-sets/the-great-migration
https://bit.ly/3abukmp
https://bit.ly/3uNOACg
https://ny.pbslearningmedia.org/collection/new-jersey-then-and-now
https://ny.pbslearningmedia.org/collection/new-jersey-then-and-now
https://ny.pbslearningmedia.org/collection/new-jersey-then-and-now
https://bit.ly/3dJx8If
https://bit.ly/3dYemgm
https://bit.ly/3mNMWhp
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HANDOUT

In the News: 1916–1921

3

 The Atlanta Georgian, March 28, 1917

The Washington [D.C.] Times, October 26, 1916

The Chicago Defender, December 1, 1917

The Chicago Defender, October 26, 1918
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HANDOUT

In the News: 1916–1921

The Kansas City [MO] Sun, October 9, 1920

The Lakeland [FL] Evening Telegram, December 17, 1921

“The Reason,” The Crisis, March 1920 [New York]
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HANDOUT

Sources—In the News: 1916–1921

“Agent is Held for Enticing Negroes.” The Atlanta Georgian, March 28, 1917. Old Magazine Articles.  
https://bit.ly/3t03DbC. 

“Colored People Leaving the South” and “Negroes to California.” The Kansas City Sun, October 9, 1920. 
Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Library of Congress. https://bit.ly/3fNuN1D. 

“Help Wanted—Male.” Chicago Defender, December 1, 1917. General Research and Reference Division, 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, The New York Public Library. https://bit.ly/3dIakZs. 

“Increasing Says Census Bureau.” The Lakeland Evening Telegram, December 17, 1921. Chronicling America: 
Historic American Newspapers. Library of Congress. https://bit.ly/3sYHbzH. 

“Men, Come to the Aid of Your Country.” The Chicago Defender, October 26, 1918. Warren Hills Regional 
School District. https://bit.ly/3dJx8If. 

Smith, Albert A. “The Reason.” The Crisis, March 1920. Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 
Jean Blackwell Hutson Research and Reference Division, The New York Public Library. https://on.nypl.
org/3wBWQHi. 

“South Unable to Put Stop to Negro Exodus.” The Washington Times, October 26, 1916. Chronicling America: 
Historic American Newspapers. Library of Congress. https://bit.ly/3rZOFRm.

https://bit.ly/3t03DbC
https://bit.ly/3fNuN1D
https://bit.ly/3dIakZs
https://bit.ly/3sYHbzH
https://bit.ly/3dJx8If
https://on.nypl.org/3wBWQHi
https://on.nypl.org/3wBWQHi
https://bit.ly/3rZOFRm


78

HANDOUT

The Great Migration: Underlying Causes

Transcript:

To the Editor of the Sunday Journal: In an editorial appearing In the Bulletin a few days ago headed “States That 
Have L in the Census,” I notice the large emigration of negroes, especially from Mississippi, was attributed to 
the higher wages they are promised for their labor in the large manufacturing cities in the Northern States, and 
the question was raised as to whether they are “better off” by the change of environment.

Permit me to say a word, as one who was born in the South and knows something of the tradition of the South 
by virtue of frequent visits and personal contact with Southern sentiment. In regard to the attitude of the 
average white man toward the negro, I regret to have to confess that it Is not the desire particularly for higher 
wages and the glare of city life, but it is the hope of getting away from the oppressive conditions which obtain in 
practically all the Southern States; the unjust treatment not only inflicted by the mob, but by the enactment of 
State laws for the express purpose of humiliating and degrading the negro. 

To leave behind these Intolerable conditions Is the reason the negro has turned his face northward, believing 
in the justice and fairness of the Northern white man. The negro comes North with no idea of seeking social 
equality, but asking only for his constitutional rights which are guaranteed to all men, and finally the negro is 
convinced that the only way to obtain and have enforced these amendments to the national Constitution is to 
migrate to States which do not discriminate against any group on account of its color or creed. 

WILLIAM H. HIGGINS, M.D., Providence, Oct. 28

SOURCE: Higgins, William H. “Underlying Causes of Negro Migration.” Providence Journal. October 31, 1920

Editorial from the Providence Journal, October 31, 1920:
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HANDOUT

The First Great Migration

SOURCE: Siegel, Michael, The Great Migration, 1900–1929, 2005, New York Public Library Digital Collections, http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/85f0908d-8265-f747-e040-e00a18062131.

From 1916–1940, about 1.6 million Black Americans relocated from the rural South mostly to the industrial North.

http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/85f0908d-8265-f747-e040-e00a18062131
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HANDOUT

The Second Great Migration

SOURCE: Siegel, Michael, The Second Great Migration, 1930–1980, 2005, New York Public Library Digital Collections, https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/b93075d4-71ef-b68b-e040-e00a18065b36

From 1940–1970, more than 5 million Black Americans relocated from the South to the North, Midwest and West.

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/b93075d4-71ef-b68b-e040-e00a18065b36
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HANDOUT

New Jersey and the Great Migration

African American historian Henry Louis Gates Jr. identifies the following three conditions, sought by Black 
Americans who migrated from the South: equal rights, personal safety and economic opportunity. As 
you read about life in New Jersey during the Great Migration, record ways in which these three conditions 
were both achieved and obstructed. Include information in the following areas:

→ Employment—opportunities and discriminatory practices

→ Housing—segregation, the rise of ghettos and the pros and cons of Black population hubs

→ Education—opportunities and inequality, including segregation

→ Institutions—growth of black businesses and organizations (religious, social, political, civic, cultural)

→ Conflict and Struggle—white resistance to migration and the rise of Black civil rights movements

EQUAL RIGHTS

How were they achieved  
and obstructed?

PERSONAL SAFETY

How was it achieved and  
obstructed?

ECONOMIC  
OPPORTUNITY

How was it achieved  
and obstructed?
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HANDOUT

Sources: New Jersey and  
the Great Migration

The following resources explore life in New Jersey during the period of the Great Migration.

TEXT RESOURCES

1  Afro-Americans in New Jersey: A Short History by Giles R. Wright, New Jersey Historical Commission, 
https://bit.ly/3mxVzwc

→ 1910 to 1940 (pages 54–68)

→ 1940 to 1980s (pages 68–78)

2  New Jersey African American History Curriculum Guide, The New Jersey State Library,  
https://bit.ly/3t90LcC

→ Unit 9: World War I and the Great Migration, 1915–1920, https://bit.ly/3myBLc1 

 →  Unit 10: The Decade of the Twenties: From the Great Migration to the Great Depression,  
https://bit.ly/3dJAeMo 

3 Rise Up North: Newark, http://riseupnewark.com 

→ Chapter 1: Pre-1950s—African Americans Part 3: First Great Migration, https://bit.ly/2ZA5Du4

 →  Chapter 2: 1950-1960—African Americans Part 2: Who’s Coming In, Who’s Going Out?,  
https://bit.ly/3bsKhEi 

VISUAL RESOURCES

4 The Newark Public Library—My Newark Story, https://npl.org/mynewarkstory 

→ The Great Migration: From the South to Newark, https://bit.ly/2NEJPL1 

PBS Learning Media Videos—New Jersey: Then and Now, https://bit.ly/39VLd4a 

→ The Great Migration [1:27], https://bit.ly/3d0e5KC

→ Social	Effects	of	the	Great	Migration [2:39] https://bit.ly/3d0e5KC

https://bit.ly/3mxVzwc
https://bit.ly/3t90LcC
https://bit.ly/3myBLc1
https://bit.ly/3dJAeMo
http://riseupnewark.com
https://bit.ly/2ZA5Du4
https://bit.ly/3bsKhEi
https://npl.org/mynewarkstory
https://bit.ly/2NEJPL1
https://bit.ly/39VLd4a
https://bit.ly/3d0e5KC
https://bit.ly/3d0e5KC

