SERVING COLUMBUS
The Great Migration
Course
American History, Humanities, African-American Studies, AP U.S. History

Relevance to the Service Community
Many service organizations in Columbus today have their roots in the Great Migration era. The Columbus
Urban League emerged during this period to provide social services and economic support. Today, the
organization continues its mission “to empower families in need” through education, career services,
housing support services, and community outreach. The Lincoln Theater Association serves as the
steward of the historic Lincoln Theater, a nationally-known jazz center from the 1930s to the 1960s, and
supports emerging arts groups and African American businesses. The King Arts Complex also works to
“preserve, celebrate and teach” Columbus’s African American cultural history.

Introduction and Background
During the first three decades of the twentieth century, an estimated 1.5 million African Americans left the
predominantly rural South to live and work in northern cities in Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Michigan,
Pennsylvania, and New York. Between 1910 and 1930, African-American migration to Ohio swelled the
state’s cities. The African-American population in Columbus increased 12,379 to 32,774 in this period.
Attempting to escape racial violence and segregation of the Jim Crow South, African Americans sought
economic opportunity in emerging industries in the North. The onset of World War I spurred the need for
an even larger industrial workforce. African-American workers Ohio could find abundant work in tire and
rubber factories, iron works, railroads, and coal mines.
Noting the increasing white intolerance, workplace discrimination, and mob violence, historian Andrew
Cayton considers Ohio a “hostile world” for newly arrived African Americans. African Americans faced de
facto segregation (a more sinister and hidden form of segregation) in education, housing, jobs, and
services. Cayton and historian William Giffin point out that Ohio’s color line stiffened in the wake of the
Great Migration, as whites reacted in fear to the increasing number of African Americans, nearly 99
percent of which settled in cities. Organized by a Franklin county dentist, Ohio’s KKK used vandalism,
violence, and threats of violence to intimidate African Americans. The KKK marched through downtown
Columbus in 1924 on their way to a cross burning at a public park. Cross burnings were also reported in
the area west of Ohio State campus and in the Linden area. The KKK membership roles in Ohio reached
300,000 by 1927.
Despite these barriers, African Americans were able to establish self-sustaining communities which, in
turn, led to the establishment of social service organizations and political institutions that could effectively
combat segregation and racism. African-American leaders in Columbus took decisive steps to counter the
problems of Columbus, including social ills, crime, and white prejudice and discrimination. The efforts by
the African-American community to weaken the city’s color line provide early examples of grassroots
efforts to achieve racial equality. These methods served as a foundation for civil rights activism in
subsequent decades. The Columbus Urban League, NAACP, YMCA, and YWCA were among the active
organizations that emerged to meet the needs of the African-American community during the Great
migration era. The Great Migration also sparked the Harlem Renaissance, an extension of cultural pride
and creativity in the African-American community. Opened in 1928, the Lincoln Theater became a
nationally-known center for jazz music and celebration of African-American culture in Columbus.
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Standards Alignment
American History (Ohio’s New Learning Standards in Social Studies)
Topic: Industrialization and Progressivism (1877-1920)
Content Statement 12. Immigration, internal migration and urbanization transformed American life.
Content Statement 13. Following Reconstruction, old political and social structures reemerged and racial
discrimination was institutionalized.
Content Statement 14. The Progressive era was an effort to address the ills of American society
stemming from industrial capitalism, urbanization and political corruption.
Topic: Prosperity, Depression and the New Deal (1919-1941)
Content Statement 17. Racial intolerance, anti-immigrant attitudes and the Red Scare contributed to
social unrest after World War I.
Content Statement 19. Movements such as the Harlem Renaissance, African-American migration,
women’s suffrage and Prohibition all contributed to social change.
Common Core (6-12 ELA – Reading)
Key Ideas and Details
RI.9-10.1. Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as
well as inferences drawn from the text.
Common Core (6-12 ELA - Writing)
Text Types and Purposes
W.9-10.1. Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, using valid
reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.
W.9-10.3. Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique,
well-chosen details, and well-structured event sequences.
Research to Build and Present Knowledge
W.9-10.7. Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects to answer a question (including a
self-generated question) or solve a problem; narrow or broaden the inquiry when appropriate; synthesize
multiple sources on the subject, demonstrating understanding of the subject under investigation.

Learning Objectives
Identify the push and pull factors that contributed to African-American migration to the North.
Discuss the extent of the color line in Columbus during the Great Migration and explain how various
organizations responded to the challenges facing the African-American community in Columbus.
Evaluate and analyze the African American social, political, and cultural experience that resulted from
the Great Migration.
Explain the relevance of the Great Migration era to the service community in Columbus today.

Assessments
Have students write a letter from the perspective of an African American who moved to Columbus
between 1910 and 1930. The letter should be addressed to a family member or friend still living in the
South. The letter should discuss: the motivations for leaving, the expectations for life in North, the
working and living conditions, economic and educational opportunities, challenges and hardships, and
how the African-American community is meeting the needs of the community.
Have students write a short research paper on some aspect of African-American history in the Great
Migration era. Students might choose to focus on the work of a service organization such as the
Columbus Urban League or NAACP or the cultural history of the King-Lincoln-Bronzeville
neighborhood.
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Assessments (continued)
Have students create a brochure that promotes the work of a current service organization that began
in the Great Migration era (Columbus Urban League, NAACP, YMCA, YWCA). The brochure should
include the history, mission, and current services provided by the organization.
Have students do an oral history project by interviewing a long-time neighborhood resident in a historic
African-American community, such as the King-Lincoln-Bronzeville neighborhood or American
Addition. Alternatively, students could interview a community leader or service organization leader
who could discuss the history of the community and its service organizations.
Have students create a visual or performing arts project that summarizes their learning about the
Great Migration and its impact on Columbus. Students could choose to paint a mural, write a song or
drama.

Instructional Strategies
Have students view works of art on the Great Migration and African-American experience in
Columbus by local artist Aminah Brenda Lynn Robinson. Her collection can be found online at:
http://database.aminahsworld.org/. Select an appropriate Series Title from the dropdown menu (e.g.
Migration, Pages in History, Poindexter Village/Blackberry Patch) and examine a few works of art that
illustrate major themes of the Great Migration era in Columbus. Use the attached Art Analysis
Activity handout to examine the works of art. Have students compare Robinson’s work with the
Great Migration art of Jacob Lawrence: http://www.phillipscollection.org/migration_series/index.cfm.
Discuss the “push” and “pull” factors that contributed to the Great Migration. African Americans from
the South were “pulled” northward by wartime industrial expansion, labor agents, the Black press, and
family ties. They were “pushed” out of the South by the boll weevil, Jim Crow segregation, political
disfranchisement, and anti-black violence. Have students create a graphic organizer to illustrate
these causes.
Read the attached Great Migration Letters written by African Americans to the Chicago Defender,
an African-American newspaper that encouraged migration to the North. As students read each
letter, have them highlight the “pull factors” with one color and “push factors” with another color.
Read the following excerpt from Ronald Takaki’s book A Different Mirror: A History of Multicultural
America:
As they (African Americans) traveled to the North, they spoke excitedly about the “Fight out of
Egypt,” “Bound for the Promised Land,” and “Going into Canaan.” Jeremiah Taylor of Mississippi
has been resigned to remain on his farm until his son returned from town one day and told that
folks were leaving “like Judgment day.” After a group for migrants crossed the Ohio River, they
knelt down in pray and then sang: “I done come out of the Land of Egypt with Good News.” “The
cry of „Goin Nawth‟ hung over the land like the wail over Egypt at the death of the first-born,”
reported a sharecropper‟s daughter.
Discuss what this excerpt shows about African Americans’ expectations about opportunities in the
North. What metaphors did they use to describe the North? What biblical analogies did they use?
How do you think their expectations compared to the realities of the African-American experience in
Ohio during this period? Was Ohio truly a “promised land”?
Display the attached image: Klansman. Ask students if they can identify the location of the
th
photograph. (Broad Street near 4 St. in front of the Columbus Athletic Club). What does the
presence of an open and active KKK chapter in Columbus tell us about the conditions African
Americans faced in Columbus and other northern cities? Read the attached sources: Klan Articles
for further illustration about the extent of the Klan activity in Columbus.
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Instructional Strategies (continued)
Read the following quote:
In the increasingly interconnected world of the twentieth century, sharecroppers from Georgia
found jobs in steel mills in Pittsburgh because farm boys from Bavaria were finding death in
northeastern France. – John A.M. Rothney, Twentieth Century World
This quote illustrates how the onset of World War I spurred the need for an even larger industrial
workforce. Declining immigration and the military draft of thousands of northern white men left a void
in the labor market that could be filled by African-American migrants. Industries in Columbus also
thrived during this period, providing economic opportunities for African Americans during and after the
war. Display the attached source Urban League Letter – Industrial Employers in Columbus.
Discuss what this source tells us about “pull factors” that led African Americans to Columbus, and
how it illustrates the work of the Columbus Urban League.
Display the attached source Urban League Letter – Education. Discuss what this source tells us
about educational opportunities in Columbus and the work of the Columbus Urban League. Given the
residential patterns of cities, schools often experienced de facto segregation. However, school board
policies often resulted in manipulation of attendance zones that created segregated schools within
integrated districts. Columbus Public Schools, for example, manipulated its attendance areas in 1911
so that African-American students attended Champion Avenue Jr. High. There they were taught by
African-American teachers (including four that been transferred from predominately white schools).
White students from the same neighborhoods attended different schools.
Use the attached Contesting Discrimination News Articles to discuss the role of the Columbus
Urban League, the NAACP and other civic organizations in fighting discrimination and racism in
Columbus. Have students groups the articles into various categories (or “buckets”): social, political,
economic, etc.

Service Learning Opportunities
Have students use their research on the Great Migration to propose an Ohio Historic Marker for a
significant individual, institution, or site in the African-American history of Columbus. For details on
the Historic Marker program, go to: http://www.remarkableohio.org/ProposeAMarker.aspx
Students can post their oral history projects online to share their learning with the community and
help raise awareness about service work in the African-American community of Columbus.
If students create a visual or performing arts project, have them contact a community organization
that could provide space for a public showcase or performance. The proceeds from the showcase or
performance could be used to benefit a local service organization.
Have students create a Public Service Announcement (PSA) about the work of a service organization
in the African-American community. The PSA could be a video for posting on YouTube or an audio
commercial for public radio. For a sample PSA, see the Serving Columbus project site:
http://www.teachingcolumbus.org/serving-columbus.html.
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Art Analysis Activity
1. Describe the artwork. What do you see?

2. Divide the artwork into equal sections of four. Closely study each individual section and list the
people, objects, places, and activities in each section.

3. Is this artwork realistic or abstract? Is it fully one style or does it mix the two?

4. How does the artist use color? Are there symbolic meanings behind the color choices?

5. What is the center of interest?

6. What “statement” is the artist trying to make?

7. How are the details in the piece used to express its meaning?

8. What questions would ask the artist about the artwork?
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Great Migration Letters
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Klansman
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Klan Articles
April 25, 1923

May 29, 1924
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Klan Articles
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Urban League Letter – Industrial Employers in Columbus

Serving Columbus l The Great Migration

10

Urban League Letter – Education
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Contesting Discrimination News Articles
January 4, 1919
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Contesting Discrimination News Articles
April 19, 1919
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Contesting Discrimination News Articles
May 10, 1919
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Contesting Discrimination News Articles
May 17, 1919
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Contesting Discrimination News Articles
February 14, 1920
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Contesting Discrimination News Articles
June 5, 1920
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Contesting Discrimination News Articles
July 3, 1920
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