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2011 Institute
Overview:
This lesson is designed for a grade eleven American literature course, but it could be used at any high school grade level with some modification.  It is best used when discussing modernism and the social reform movements of the early 20th century.  The five short stories listed here all feature a female protagonist, and they all address the theme of marriage.  Other stories from the same general time period could be used, as long as they include the same type of main character and theme.
Objective:  
to understand the changing role of women in early 20th century America by

analyzing short stories, preparing performance pieces, and comparing authors’ 

depictions of female characters and marriages
Materials Needed:
short stories:  





“The Yellow Wallpaper” by Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1892)

“The Story of an Hour” by Kate Chopin (1894)





“A Jury of Her Peers” by Susan Glaspell (1917)

“The Chrysanthemums” by John Steinbeck (1938)

“The White Quail” by John Steinbeck (1938)

Procedures:
1) Students should be divided into five small groups; each group will be assigned a 




different story from the list above.  

2) Give the students time to read the story as homework and then allot class time for 


group discussion.

3) Provide groups with focused questions to facilitate discussion, or ask them to create 




the questions themselves.  Discussion should focus on the way in which the 




female protagonist is portrayed, the role she plays in her marriage, the 




interaction between her and her husband, and the effect of this relationship on 




the main character. 

4) Once the students have discussed the stories, review performance techniques with 

them. The goal for each group is to use one of these techniques to present a scene from the story that reveals either the female protagonist’s greatest strength or her greatest vulnerability. Every member of the group must play a part in the 

performance in some way.  




Performance Techniques  (taken from Matthew Spangler’s “Five Techniques”)

Choice A:      Narrator as Character (works for stories with a 3rd person narrator)

The goal is to identify the character of the narrator.  Study the narration and 

direct discourse as you would lines in a play.  Of the narration, ask:  what is its 

point of view?  Who would say these words and why?  What does the narrator 

hope to achieve through the telling of this story?  Use the answers to these 

questions to build the character of the narrator.    

Choice B:      Narration Fused with Direct Discourse (3rd person narrator)

Perform the narrative language with the attitude of the appropriate character 

from the story.  So, actors will perform a combination of direct discourse and

third person narration that has the immediacy and energy of direct discourse.

The key here is to identify the shifts and pivots in the narration where the point 

of view moves from one character to another.

Choice C:      Bifurcation (works for stories with a 1st person narrator)

Identify the psychological components of the speaker and assign separate

characters/actors to each of these.  “Bifurcation” is a little misleading here, 

because the number of separate attitudes that might be identified, and thus

the number of speakers, is endless.  As in Choice B, the key here is to identify

the shifts and pivots in the character’s attitude or point of view, and to use this 

information to create separate speakers.

5) Each group will present for the rest of the class.  Each presentation should 

start with an introduction to the story (explanation of setting, characters, and central conflict) .




6) After each presentation, the class should discuss the protagonist’s strength or

vulnerability.  All students should take notes during discussion.

Questions for Post-Presentation Discussion:

What gives the protagonist her strength?  



What makes her vulnerable?



What role does her husband play in her strength?



What role does her husband play in her vulnerability?

7) Once all groups have presented their scenes, the class should compare the

stories and the performance interpretations.  All students should take notes during discussion.

Final Discussion Questions:


What do these women have in common? 


What strengths and/or vulnerabilities do they share?


What makes these women different?


How do their marriages differ?


What do these depictions reveal about women and/or marriage?


What ideas about women and/or marriage do these authors 



convey in their stories?


Do the later stories (from The Long Valley) seem more modern?



Why or why not?


Does the author’s gender affect the portrayal of women (or men) 



in the stories?  If so, how?

8) Each individual student should use his/her discussion notes to write a 

culminating paper (2-3 pages) in which he/she discusses how these stories reflect the changing role of women in early 20th century America.
Extension Ideas:
Students can research the authors of these stories, as well as the historical 





context for each time period, to better inform their analysis of the





characters and their relationships.  Students can incorporate this research





into their final writing assignment in which they examine the ways in 





which the stories reflect societal changes.

These shorter pieces can also be used in conjunction with longer works of 

fiction from the same general time period that feature a female protagonist and focus on the role of marriage.  Examples include:

The Awakening by Kate Chopin (1899)
My Antonia by Willa Cather (1918) 
Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston (1937)
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