Creating Mini-Dramas About the Great Depression

Problem Solving Groupwork
Overview

In this Problem Solving Groupwork activity, students create and enact mini-dramas depicting Americans’ experiences during the 1930s to understand the impact of the Great Depression on American society.  First, students are introduced to the human impact of the Great Depression.  Then, working in groups of four, students examine visual and written information on one of eight social groups in American society during the Great Depression—African Americans, businessmen, children, families, farmers, Mexican Americans, migrant workers, and women.  Each group then creates a mini-drama with costumes and props that brings to life one of the American social groups.  Next, groups present their mini-dramas to the class.  Afterward, the teacher holds a class discussion on the impact of the Great Depression on American society.

Procedures at a Glance

Place students in heterogeneous groups of four.  Tell them that in this activity they will create and enact mini-dramas depicting Americans’ experiences during the 1930s to understand the impact of the Great Depression on American society.  Introduce students to the human impact of the Great Depression.  Then, give each group one Placard 3.1A, a corresponding Student Handout 3.1B, and a copy of Student Handout 3.1C.  Review the steps on Student Handout 3.1C for preparing mini-dramas.  Allow groups time to prepare their mini-dramas.  Have students present their mini-dramas and record notes on Student Handout 3.1D.  Afterward, hold a class discussion on the impact of the Great Depression on American society. 

Procedures in Detail

1. This activity is designed to introduce students to Americans’ experiences during the Great Depression.  By creating and enacting mini-dramas depicting the difficulties faced by various American social groups during the 1930, students will be better able to understand the impact of the Great Depression on American society.

2. Before class, place students in heterogeneous groups of four.  Create an overhead transparency that shows students how to arrange their desks and where to sit.  Project the transparency, and have students move into their correct places.

3. Tell students that in this activity they will create and enact mini-dramas, or scenes, depicting Americans’ experiences during the 1930s to understand the impact of the Great Depression on American society.  Use the following information to introduce students to the human impact of the Great Depression:
In the late 1920s and early 1930s the economic collapse tore apart the lives of millions of Americans.  The unemployment rate reached 23 percent in 1932, and farm wages dropped to nearly half of what they had been a decade before.  Banks failed at a rate of several hundred per year.  The Gross National Product fell from 97 billion in 1926 to just 55 billion in 1933.  Still, however dramatic these statistics may seem, they tell only part of the story.  The Great Depression cut a wide swathe through American society, leaving an indelible imprint on every American.  Every number compiled into these statistics had a face and a name.  Millions of real people lost jobs, homes, and futures.  Unemployed workers stood for hours waiting for relief, or at employment agencies hoping to obtain a scarce job.  Many children went hungry—indeed, some died of starvation.  Mexican migrants were deported to make room for native workers, and bankrupt businessmen were forced out onto the streets, where they joined thousands of apple sellers who were trying to provide for their families.  Day after day, for a decade, the human impact of the Great Depression could be observed in every region of the United States.

4. Once students have been introduced to the human impact of the Great Depression, tell them they will create mini-dramas depicting the experiences of one of eight American social groups during the Great Depression.  Give each group one Placard 3.1A: [Social Group], a corresponding Student Handout 3.lB: Resources on [Social Group’s] Experiences During the Great Depression, and copies of Student Handout 3.1C: Steps for Preparing a Mini-Drama.

5. With the class, review these steps on Student Handout 3.1C for preparing mini-dramas:

Step 1: Review your role.  Assign each student a role for the activity.  Read and explain the roles on Student Handout 3.1C with the class.

Director.  Learns about the social group by carefully examining Placard 3.1A and reading Student Handout 3.1B.  Uses suggestions from the group to create a sceneboard showing how the group will dramatize the scene on Placard 3.1A.  Writes lines in mini-drama script for his or her character.  Helps construct costumes and props.  Participates in the mini-drama. 

Script Manager.  Learns about the social group by carefully examining Placard 3.1A and reading Student Handout 3.1B.  Provides Director with ideas for sceneboard.  Leads the process of writing a script for the mini-drama.  Writes and presents a brief introductory statement for the mini-drama.  Participates in the mini-drama.

Props Manager.  Learns about the social group by carefully examining Placard 3.1A and reading Student Handout 3.1B.  Provides Director with ideas for sceneboard.  Writes lines in mini-drama script for his or her character.  Leads the process for constructing costumes and props.  Participates in the mini-drama.

Stage Manager.  Learns about the social group by carefully examining Placard 3.1A and reading Student Handout 3.1B.  Provides Director with ideas for sceneboard.  Writes lines in mini-drama script for his or her character.  Helps construct costumes and props.  Leads the group through the rehearsal process.  Participates in the mini-drama.

Step 2: Learn about your social group.  Have each group carefully examine their placard to see what the image reveals about their American social group.  Then, have the students read aloud the information on Student Handout 3.1B and highlight or underline key ideas about or experiences of the social group.  Encourage them to gather additional information on their social group from outside sources.  Tell groups they should have a thorough understanding of their social group’s experiences during the Great Depression.
Step 3: Brainstorm ideas for your mini-drama and create a sceneboard.  Tell groups they must present a three- to five-minute mini-drama that brings to life the picture of the American social group on Placard 3.1A.  To do so, they should identify three key difficulties faced by their social group during the Great Depression and develop a sceneboard for their mini-drama.  Tell students their sceneboard should be a quick sketch of how the group will depict these difficulties in the mini-drama.  Tell Directors to make sure students decide and record on the sceneboard each group member’s position, costumes, props, actions, and dialogue during the scene.  Encourage students to be imaginative in creating their mini-dramas.

Step 4. Write the script for your mini-drama.  Tell groups they must write a two- or three-page script for their mini-drama.  Emphasize that the mini-drama should make clear to the audience what life during the Great Depression was like for their assigned social group.  Tell Script Managers to make sure all group members participate in the script-writing process. 

Step 5: Prepare materials for your mini-drama.  Tell groups their mini-dramas must include costumes, props, and an introductory statement.  Explain that they must make or gather simple costumes, props, visuals, and/or sound effects to make their mini-dramas as realistic as possible.  Encourage Props Managers to look for authentic details from the placard image, written information, and outside research.  Tell students their mini-dramas should make viewers feel as if they are watching a scene from daily life during the Great Depression.  Remind students to be respectful as they consider ways to make their mini-dramas seem realistic.  Make sure the Script Managers prepare introductory statements for the mini-dramas.
Step 6: Rehearse your mini-drama.  Allow groups time for rehearsal.  Encourage Stage Managers to make sure all group members clearly understand their responsibilities during the mini-dramas, and that the scenes can be presented in the allotted time of three to five minutes.

6. Allow groups adequate time—at least one class period—to prepare for their mini-dramas.  During groupwork, help groups locate additional resources, and answer any technical questions they have about their mini-dramas.  Do not hover.  Let groups come up with their own solutions to this problem solving task.  When a group completes a step on Student Handout 3.1C, have all group members raise their hands to indicate that they are ready for you to check their work.  Make sure they get your approval before they move on to the next step.  Circulate through the room and monitor students as they rehearse their mini-dramas, providing feedback as appropriate.

Presentations

1. Once groups are ready to present their mini-dramas, clear an area at the front of the classroom to create a stage.  Have students move their desks to form a U-shape.  Make sure each student can see the stage area.

2. Pass out Student Handout 3.1D: Notes About the Impact of the Great Depression on American Social Groups to each student.  Tell students they will record notes about the daily lives of each American social group after each presentation.

	Idea for Student Response:  Before students share their mini-dramas, tell them that after they watch all the presentations, they will nominate two mini-dramas for an Oscar award for “Best Mini-Drama About the Great Depression.”  Tell students to pay close attention and take careful notes during the presentations.  After all groups have presented their mini-dramas, ask students to write the names of two nominees—other than their own group—for the award on the left side of their notebooks.  Tell students that for each mini-drama they nominate, they should write a short statement explaining how the mini-drama helped them understand the impact of the Depression on an American social group.  Each statement should include at least one important piece of information they learned from the presentation and a particularly memorable scene or line from the mini-drama.  You may want to tally the nominations and award an Oscar to the group with the most votes.


3. Project Transparency 3.1A, which shows African Americans waiting in line for food, and have the group that prepared a mini-drama on African Americans come to the front of the classroom and quickly arrange their scenery and props.  Have the groups present their mini-drama.  Expect some students to be anxious or nervous about presenting.  Encourage all students to be supportive, respectful, and attentive during the presentations.

4. After the first group has presented their mini-dramas, ask members of the audience to comment on the presentation.  Have students identify the key difficulties faced by the social group during the Great Depression and then record notes on Student Handout 3.1D.  Repeat this process for the remaining mini-dramas.

Wrap Up

After all groups have presented their mini-dramas, hold a class discussion about the impact of the Great Depression on American society.  Focus on these questions:
· In what ways were these mini-dramas unable to realistically portray the experiences of the social groups?
· What made life during the Great Depression so difficult?
· How were the experiences of the social groups during the Great Depression similar?  How were they different?
· In what ways were these mini-dramas unable to realistically portray the experiences of the social groups?
Teacher’s Guide
· Transparency 3.1A:  In this transparency we see African Americans waiting in line for food.  Several individuals are carrying containers to hold the food that is being served.
· Transparency 3.1B:  In this transparency we see men outside employment agencies hoping to find work.
· Transparency 3.1C:  In this transparency we see children searching for food or items of value in a garbage dump.
· Transparency 3.1D:  In this transparency we see a family sitting down for a meal in a roadside encampment.
· Transparency 3.1E:  In this transparency we see a farmer and two children running for shelter during a dust storm.
· Transparency 3.1F:  In this transparency we see Mexican Americans seated and standing around a car and their dilapidated dwellings.
· Transparency 3.1G:  In this transparency we see migrant workers on the road in search of work.
· Transparency 3.1H:  In this transparency we see a woman with two children.  This photograph was taken by a prominent Depression-era photographer, Dorothea Lange.  She noted that the father of the children cleaned the children’s faces with a blanket just before she took the picture.
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