
Title of Lesson:  The Great Depression – Hard Times Hit America 
(Suggested grade level: 11) 

 
This lesson was created as a part of the Alabama History Education Initiative, funded by a generous grant from 
the Malone Family Foundation in 2009. 
 
Author Information: Jennifer Drawhorn (Cohort 1:  2009-2010)   

Hillcrest High School    
Tuscaloosa County School System  

   Tuscaloosa, AL 
 
Background Information:   

• Information about the Great Depression in Alabama can be found in Alabama Moments published by the 
Alabama Department of Archives and History. 
 

Overview of lesson: This lesson will use primary source documents to explore life during the Great 
Depression. This lesson would follow an introduction to the Great Depression and the stock market crash of 
1929.  Along with a PowerPoint presentation and video clips, the main activity will focus on an examination of 
letters written primarily from Alabamians during the Depression to either the president or the Alabama 
governor.  Each letter will give students a personal view of how the Depression affected Americans.  
 
Content Standards 

Alabama Course of Study: Social Studies (Bulletin 2004, No. 18) 
Eleventh Grade: Standard 6, p.77 
  
National Standards for History, 1996 
Era 8, Standard 1 – The causes of the Great Depression and how it affected American society. 
 1B – The student understands how American life changed during the 1930s. 

 
National Curriculum Standards for Social Studies, (Bulletin 111, 2010) 
Chapter 6 Learning Expectations: High School 

Standard 7– Production, Distribution, and Consumption, p. 146 
 
Primary Learning Objective(s): 

• The student will describe the impact that the Great Depression had on the nation as a whole, as well as 
on people in Alabama.  

• The student will learn how to analyze letters written during the Depression seeking government 
assistance.  

 
Additional Learning Objective(s): 

• The student will explain how the Depression changed Americans’ view of Herbert Hoover. 
 

Time allotted:  55 minutes 
 
Materials and Equipment:  

• Print copies of the document package for use in Step 5.  
• Copies of the Document Analysis – Great Depression Letters worksheet 

http://www.alabamamoments.state.al.us/sec48.html�
http://www.alsde.edu/html/sections/documents.asp?section=54&sort=5&footer=sections�
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/us-history-content-standards�


• PowerPoint presentation-  The Great Depression: Hard Times Hit America  
 
Technological Resources: 

• Computer 
• Digital projector 
• Internet connection for video clips 
 

Background/Preparation:   
Students should be familiar with the following: 

• Long-term causes of the Great Depression – uneven distribution of income, stock market speculation, 
weak farm economy, excessive use of credit, overproduction of consumer goods 

• Herbert Hoover’s economic policies 
• Causes of the stock market crash – October 29, 1929 

 
Procedures/Activities:   

Engagement/Motivation Activity: 
• Show slides one through three on The Great Depression PowerPoint. Slides two and three depict a 

homeless family. 
• Students are to view the pictures and note details in the pictures, such as people, clothing, expressions, 

and location, and determine why the family was homeless. 
• Students are to imagine what the woman and child were thinking when picture was taken. 

Step 1    
 

Show video clips from History.com of Maya Angelou and Harry Belafonte interview segments about 
the Great Depression as they remember it. Give students time to react to the video clips. 

Step 2    
 

Show slides four and five of the PowerPoint. Use the following as a basis for a discussion of the 
pictures: 

• Describe the people in the pictures. 
• Describe the settings. 
• What is happening in these pictures? 
• What questions do you have about these pictures? 
• How could you find the answers to your questions? 
• Describe the irony depicted in slide five. 
• What are two inferences you could make from these pictures? 
• Why do you think these images are historically important? 

 
Step 3   Show slides six through thirteen, and discuss conditions during the Great Depression. Emphasize that 

the Great Depression personally affected millions of Americans and was not just something they 
read about in the paper. 

Step 4     
 

Show a video clip about life during the Depression from either APT Plus or 
http://classroomclips.org/video/910.  Play the song “Brother Can You Spare A Dime?” 

               The words are on slide fourteen of the PowerPoint.  
Step 5 Arrange students into a circle with each student having a partner.  Pass out the primary source 

documents, giving one document to each pair of students.  Each pair will have five to seven minutes 
to read their document and complete the appropriate section of the document analysis handout.  Then 
each pair will pass their document to the right for the next pair.  Continue this procedure until each 
pair has read all of the documents and completed their document analysis worksheet. 

http://www.archives.alabama.gov/ahei/The_Great_Depression_May_2011.ppt�
http://www.archives.alabama.gov/ahei/The_Great_Depression_May_2011.ppt�
http://dev.history.com/videos/maya-angelou-growing-up-in-the-depression#maya-angelou-growing-up-in-the-depression
http://dev.history.com/videos/harry-belafonte-recalls-his-childhood#harry-belafonte-recalls-his-childhood
http://www.archives.alabama.gov/ahei/The_Great_Depression_May_2011.ppt�
http://www.archives.alabama.gov/ahei/The_Great_Depression_May_2011.ppt�
http://classroomclips.org/video/910
http://www.archives.alabama.gov/ahei/The_Great_Depression_May_2011.ppt
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eih67rlGNhU


 
Assessment Strategies:  
Have students write a letter as if they were living during the Depression.  (rubric attached)  

Extension: 
• Have the student create a Photo Story or PowerPoint of modern economic situations such as 

homelessness, food banks, and unemployment, comparing problems which occurred during the 
Depression to current problems. 

• Have the student complete an oral history by asking someone who was living during the Depression 
what life was like, and write their responses.  This could be made into a project with PowerPoint. 

Remediation:  
• Give students hard copies of slides six, seven, eleven, and thirteen. 

  
Accommodation: 

• For the document activity, assign partners and pair students who need additional help with stronger 
students (peer tutoring).   

• Students may tape record the lesson to aid in studying for the test. 
 
Modification: 

• Review Individualized Education Plans, 504 Plans, and Gifted or ELL Plans for instructional and 
assessment accommodations or modifications.   

• Provide multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate comprehension and mastery of appropriate 
learning objectives. 

Step 6 Ask students: 
• “Which letter do you think was the most compelling and why?” 
• “What similarities were in all the documents?  What differences?” 
• “What do these letters tell us about these people and their faith in the government?” 

Step 7 Have students discuss economic issues facing the United States today. 
 Say, “These people wrote letters to express their needs to government officials.” 
Ask the following questions: 

• “How has communication changed since the 1930s?” 
• “Would you write a letter, an e-mail, a blog, a text message, or a tweet?” 
• “Do we expect answers sooner?”  
• “Do we know more about the government than Americans did in the 1930s?” 
• “Have our expectations of government’s response to personal economic situations changed?” 
• “Does the 24-hour news cycle impact what we expect from our government?”  

Step 8 Have students summarize life during the Great Depression in one word.  Then ask for volunteers and 
see how many different responses you have.  Record and display student answers. 

http://www.archives.alabama.gov/ahei/The_Great_Depression_May_2011.ppt�


Document Analysis – Great Depression Letters 
 

Author:   
Document One 

Date: 
Type of Document: 
List four details in the document. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
What is the main idea of this document? 
 
 
 
 

Author:   
Document Two 

Date: 
Type of Document: 
List four details in the document. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
What is the main idea of this document? 
 
 
 
 

Author:   
Document Three 

Date: 
Type of Document: 
List four details in the document. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
What is the main idea of this document? 
 
 
 



Author:   
Document Four 

Date: 
Type of Document: 
List four details in the document. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
What is the main idea of this document? 
 
 
 
 

Author:   
Document Five 

Date: 
Type of Document: 
List four details in the document. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
What is the main idea of this document? 
 
 
 
 

Author:   
Document Six 

Date: 
Type of Document: 
List four details in the document. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
What is the main idea of this document? 
 
 
 
 
 



Author:   
Document Seven 

Date: 
Type of Document: 
List four details in the document. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
What is the main idea of this document? 
 
 
 
 

Author:   
Document Eight 

Date: 
Type of Document: 
List four details in the document. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
What is the main idea of this document? 
 
 
 
 

Author:   
Document Nine 

Date: 
Type of Document: 
List four details in the document? 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
What is the main idea of this document? 
 
 
 
 
 



Author:   
Document Ten 

Date: 
Type of Document: 
List four details in the document. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
 
What is the main idea of this document? 
 
 
 



Great Depression 
 

Primary Source 
 Document Packet 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Each item is hyperlinked.  You may click on the document letter on each item to see the original on the 
Alabama Department of Archives and History web site.) 



Document A 

 
Alabama Department of Archives and History 

http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/u?/voices,2160�


Document B 

 

http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/u?/voices,2138�


 
 
Alabama Department of Archives and History 



Document C 

 

http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/u?/voices,2139�


 



 
 
Alabama Department of Archives and History 



Document D 
 

 

http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/u?/voices,2140�


 
 
Alabama Department of Archives and History 



Document E 

 

http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/u?/voices,2170�


 

 



 

Alabama Department of Archives and History 
 



Document F 

 

 

http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/u?/voices,2171�


 

 



 

Alabama Department of Archives and History 



Document G 

 

Alabama Department of Archives and History 

http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/u?/voices,2162�


Document H 

 
 

http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/u?/voices,2151�


 



 
Alabama Department of Archives and History 



Document I 

 
 

http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/u?/voices,2141�


 



 



 
Alabama Department of Archives and History 



Student Name _______________________________________________ 
 

 
Letter Writing:  The Great Depression 

 
Directions:  You will write a friendly letter to a relative, as if you are living during the Great 
Depression.  You will use the information from your assigned readings, primary sources, and class 
discussion as a basis for your letter.   
 
 
 

CATEGORY  4 points 3 points 2 points 1 point Score 
Salutation and 
Closing  

Salutation and 
closing have no 
errors in 
capitalization and 
punctuation.  

Salutation and 
closing have 1-2 
errors in 
capitalization and 
punctuation.  

Salutation and 
closing have 3 or 
more errors in 
capitalization and 
punctuation.  

Salutation and/or 
closing are 
missing.  

 

Sentences & 
Paragraphs 

Sentences and 
paragraphs are 
complete, well-
constructed and of 
varied structure. 

All sentences are 
complete and well-
constructed (no 
fragments, no run-
ons). Paragraphing 
is generally done 
well. 

Most sentences 
are complete and 
well-constructed. 
Paragraphing 
needs some work. 

Many sentence 
fragments or run-
on sentences OR 
paragraphing 
needs lots of 
work. 

 

Grammar & 
spelling  

Writer makes no 
errors in grammar 
or spelling. 

Writer makes 1-2 
errors in grammar 
and/or spelling. 

Writer makes 3-4 
errors in grammar 
and/or spelling. 

Writer makes 
more than 4 
errors in grammar 
and/or spelling. 

 

Ideas  Ideas were 
expressed in a 
clear and 
organized fashion. 
It was easy to 
figure out what the 
letter was about.  

Ideas were 
expressed in a 
pretty clear 
manner, but the 
organization could 
have been better.  

Ideas were 
somewhat 
organized, but 
were not very 
clear. It took more 
than one reading 
to figure out what 
the letter was 
about.  

The letter seemed 
to be a collection 
of unrelated 
sentences. It was 
very difficult to 
figure out what 
the letter was 
about.  

 

Content 
Accuracy  

The letter contains 
at least 5 accurate 
facts about the 
topic.  

The letter contains 
3-4 accurate facts 
about the topic.  

The letter contains 
1-2 accurate facts 
about the topic.  

The letter 
contains no 
accurate facts 
about the topic.  

 

 
 
 
 

____________Total 
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