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Pre-Reading Activity for The Grapes of Wrath

Overview 

American Studies, Grade 11


Thematic Unit Title: “The Role of Government”


Key Question: To what extent should the government be responsible for the well-being of the people?

This lesson aims to introduce students to the historical background of the Dust Bowl and to spark student consideration and debate about a key theme that runs through Steinbeck’s novel, The Grapes of Wrath: what role our government played--or didn’t play--in ensuring the well-being of its citizens in the 1930s. 
By introducing students to the historical context against which the Joad family’s plight is set, I hope to promote their interest in reading the novel. By engaging them in discussion and debate about the role of government played in the 1930s, I hope to trigger further debate and consideration about the extent to which our government today is responsible for ensuring citizens’ well-being.
Goals

Students will learn what the Dust Bowl was and the people affected. 
Students will analyze a documentary film, considering the filmmaker’s rhetorical purpose and audience and evaluating how effectively he uses logos, ethos and pathos to argue his point.
Students will analyze and evaluate a written argument, considering the writer’s rhetorical purpose and audience and evaluating how effectively he uses logos, ethos and pathos to argue his point.
Students will formulate arguments of their own and use rhetoric to try to convince their peers to side with them on an important social/political issue.
Procedures

Day 1: 50-minute class period.

Activity 1: 30 minutes
Show Pare Lorentz’s 1937 documentary film, The Plow that Broke the Plains. 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fQCwhjWNcH8" www.youtube.com/watch?v=fQCwhjWNcH8
Activity 2: 5 minutes
Have students write one-side-of-page Freewrite Response to the film
Activity 3: 15 minutes
Conduct a large-group discussion with the class in which you pose the following questions: 
Who is the film’s intended audience?

What is the film arguing for?  What against?

What factual evidence does the film share to convince its audience to accept its call to action?

What techniques does the filmmaker use to appeal to the audience’s emotions? 

What words would you use to describe the narrator’s persona? 

Homework assignment:
Have students read, analyze, and evaluate Steinbeck’s essay, “Starvation Under the Orange Trees,” from America & Americans and Selected Nonfiction, 2002.  HYPERLINK "http://newdeal.feri.org/steinbeck/steinbeck01.htm" 
http://newdeal.feri.org/steinbeck/steinbeck01.htm
Then have them respond thoroughly to the following critical reading questions after they finish reading the essay: 
Who is the Steinbeck’s intended audience?

What is Steinbeck arguing for? What against?

What factual evidence does the essay share to convince its audience to accept its call to action?

What is the tone of the essay?  Is there more than one? How does he use loaded diction, syntax and/or figurative language to convey tone?

What other techniques does Steinbeck use to appeal to his audience’s emotions?

What words would you use to describe Steinbeck’s persona? Is this effective? Why?

Day 2: 50-minute class period.

Activity 1: 20 minutes
Break students into small groups of 3-4 and have them discuss Steinbeck’s argument, sharing their individual homework responses with one another. Their task is to compose a full and thorough small-group response to each homework question. A designated member of each small-group will write out these group responses based upon their discussions and then submit them for credit. (It’s your call to collect individual responses as well for a completion grade).
Activity 2: 15 minutes
Have a member of each small group share one of his group responses to the class as a whole. Allow time for rebuttals or differing opinions from other small groups before moving on to next small group and next question response.
Activity 3: 15 minutes
In light of Steinbeck’s thesis and purpose in “Starvation Under the Orange Trees,” conduct a large-group discussion with the class in which you have students take a stand on the extent to which government is responsible for the well-being of the people. Their contributions may range from direct responses to government’s handling of the migrant farmer crisis of the 1930s to government’s handling of our modern-day housing crisis or health care crisis.  Allowing only 15 minutes for this discussion topic will work to whet the appetites of the students to gain more insight into the complexities that this question raises--an appetite that will be further whetted by their reading of The Grapes of Wrath. 
Homework assignment:
Have students begin reading The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck.
