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Face to Face with the Great Depression
Who Makes History?: Distinguishing between those who live
through history and those who write about it.
Grade level: Middle school through high school
Estimated time: Two class periods
Specific topic: The Great Depression
Subtopics: Historical interpretation, research and inquiry, and Studs Terkel’s work
Teacher background information
This lesson investigates how history is “made” and reported. It asks students to analyze original and
edited transcripts from Studs Terkel’s interviews for Hard Times. You can enhance this lesson by
using the material on Studs Terkel’s website, Studs Terkel: Conversations with America, at
www.studsterkel.org. Although optional, it is also a good idea to have a copy of Terkel’s Hard Times
to use as a resource during the lesson. Students should have a general knowledge about the Great
Depression era before beginning the lesson.
Key concepts
Historical understanding and interpretation evolves constantly as we view our past through the eyes of an
ever-changing present. Historical interpretation is subjective, and uncovering history from artifacts and
people requires historians to use skills of research, evaluation, and analysis. Historians, however, are not
the only interpreters of the past. Each of us makes, records, and reports history.
Key questions
If the truth in history is subjective, what conclusions can be agreed upon and trusted? Can we trust
primary sources and historical documents to tell the “truth”? Who are history’s reporters? When and how
do these reporters become part of the history they are reporting? Is there such a thing as an “objective”
view of history? It is frequently said that we have to wait to see how history will judge a particular event
or person. What does that mean?
Goal of this lesson
Students will develop an analytical perspective of how historians record, preserve, and interpret data.
Objectives
During this lesson, students will:
1. Develop analytical skills by reading and interpreting personal accounts of the Great Depression.
2. Identify perspective in primary sources and discuss how interpretation affects popular
understanding of an event, time, or place.
3. Exercise and increase their critical thinking skills, learn to conduct research through teamwork,
and develop their listening and note-taking skills.
Materials
Master copies of the “Biography of Studs Terkel” and applicable interview transcripts are provided.
1. Biography of Studs Terkel
2. Unedited and edited transcripts from Studs Terkel’s interviews with Buddy Blankenship,
Cesar Chavez, and Ed Paulsen.
3. A copy of Hard Times by Studs Terkel (optional)
4. Access to Studs Terkel’s website at www.studsterkel.org (optional)
5. Paper and pens
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Procedures
Day 1
1. Use the “Biography of Studs Terkel” to introduce students to Studs Terkel’s life and work.
You can find additional information about Terkel on his website at www.studsterkel.org.
2. Divide students into groups of four or five. Distribute one set of transcripts (both unedited and
edited) to each group. You may distribute the same set of transcripts to more than one group.
3. Allow students time to read both transcripts. After initially reading the transcripts, students
should work together to answer the following questions:
a. What part of the interview was most revealing about the depression era?
b. Why were Terkel’s questions effective?
c. Are there questions you would have asked that he did not?
d. How did Terkel edit the interview?
e. Why do you think he made these changes?
f. Were the edits fair? Why, or why not?
g. What information was lost or gained in the process? How important was this
information? Why?
h. How did the editing process help to focus or clarify the interview?
Day 2
1. Ask students to regroup so they can present the transcript information they collected on Day 1 to
the class. Require that each group member present some information to the class. Instruct
audience members to take notes to help them compare and contrast the transcripts.
2. Close with a class discussion. Compare and contrast the unedited and edited transcripts. Which
version of the interviews do the students prefer and why? Which version can be considered a
primary source? Discuss purpose and use. Are the unedited transcripts appropriate for a book?
What information presented in the interviews should we assume is “true”? How do personal
perspectives deepen our understanding of the past? Discuss the art of interviewing. What skills
are necessary to be an effective oral historian? What other types of resources contribute to the
keeping of history? Why is it necessary to draw on a variety of resources when studying the past?
Suggestions for student assessment
Groups should be evaluated on the thoroughness of their reports and their ability to respond responsibly
to relevant follow-up questions from the teacher and class. Prior to delivering their reports, provide
students with sample evaluation forms that include the following (rated one to five, with five being
the highest):
1. Completeness of responses
2. Ability to respond to follow-up questions
3. General understanding of the assignment
Extension activities
1. Extend this activity by listening to interviews on www.studsterkel.org or reading the published
versions in Terkel’s book Hard Times. Despite the fact that Terkel doesn’t claim to be a historian,
how would you characterize this interview work? Does it help you to understand how people “at
the bottom” responded to the depression? Cite specific examples.
2. Select a specific event, person, or issue that Terkel’s interviewee brings up in the transcripts
studied by the groups. Read about this topic in another source. How does the second source treat
this topic? Does the second source deepen our understanding of the topic? Why or why not?
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3. Access “Dear Mrs. Roosevelt” (http://newdeal.feri.org/eleanor/er3a.htm) and read samples of
letters that Eleanor Roosevelt received from children. Determine what affect these letters may
have had on the government and nation of the time. What other courses of action did people take
to spark change?
Additional resource
Students in Mooresville, Indiana, created a “Great Depression” website that contains oral histories,
period photographs, and e-mailed contributions of viewers. Access the site at
www.mcsc.k12.in.us/mhs/social/madedo.
This lesson fulfills the following Illinois Learning Standards:
English Language Arts
State Goal 1: Read with understanding and fluency.
State Goal 4: Listen and speak effectively in a variety of situations.
State Goal 5: Use the language arts to acquire, assess, and communicate information.
Social Science
State Goal 16: Understand events, trends, individuals and movements shaping the history of Illinois,
the United States, and other nations.
History Lab is made possible through a generous grant from the Polk Bros. Foundation.
These materials were written and researched by Ronald Solberg. Images used in this lesson are from the Chicago
Historical Society’s collection. Heidi Moisan of the Chicago Historical Society coordinated the History Lab project.
The Chicago Historical Society gratefully acknowledges the Chicago Park District’s generous support of all of the
Historical Society’s activities.
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BIOGRAPHY OF STUDS TERKEL

Studs Terkel. Photograph by Tom Maday.

Studs Terkel, radio broadcast personality and prizewinning author, was born Louis Terkel in New York,
New York, on May 16, 1912. His father Samuel was a
tailor and his mother Anna Finkel was a seamstress.
He had three brothers. The family moved to Chicago
in 1922 and opened a rooming house at Ashland
Avenue and Flournoy Street on the Near West Side.

his own television series, called “Stud’s Place,” in
which he began asking people the types of questions
that would mark his interview style in later years.

From 1926 to 1936, the family ran the Wells-Grand
Hotel, another rooming house at Wells Street and
Grand Avenue. Terkel credits his knowledge of the
world to the tenants who gathered in the lobby of the
hotel and the people who congregated in nearby
Bughouse Square, a meeting place for workers, labor
organizers, dissidents, the unemployed, and religious
fanatics of many persuasions. In 1939, he married Ida
Goldberg, and they had one son.

On “The Studs Terkel Program,” which was heard on
Chicago’s fine arts radio station WFMT from 1952 to
1997, Terkel interviewed national and international
figures who helped shape the past century. The program included guests who were politicians, writers,
activists, labor organizers, performing artists, and
architects. Terkel’s depth of personal knowledge of
the diverse subjects he explored on his program is
remarkable, as is his ability to get others to do what
they do best—talk about themselves. Many of the
interviews he conducted for his books and for his
radio program are featured on his website at
www.studsterkel.org.

After graduating from University of Chicago’s law
school in 1934, Terkel pursued acting and appeared
on stage, on the radio, and in the movies. He has been
a playwright, a radio news commentator, a sportscaster, a film narrator, a jazz columnist, a disc jockey, and
a music festival host. In 1944, he began hosting a
radio show. Radio allowed him to express his own
personality and to play the music he enjoyed, including folk, opera, jazz, and blues. In 1945, he debuted

Terkel’s first book of oral history interviews
was Division Street: America, published in 1966.
In subsequent years, he wrote many oral history
books covering topics such as the Great Depression,
World War II, race relations, working, and aging.
Terkel continues to write, interview people, work
on his books, and speak in public. He is currently
Distinguished Scholar-in-Residence at the Chicago
Historical Society.
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H I S T O R Y L A B | FEEDBACK FORM
Please take a few minutes to give us your History Lab feedback!
After reviewing and using this History Lab lesson, please send us your feedback. Your ideas and honest assessment will ensure that these lessons keep improving and provide us with useful insight for future teacher fellows.
First name:_____________________________ Last name: ___________________________________________
School: _____________________________________________________________________________________
Grade you teach:________________________ E-mail: ______________________________________________
Are you a CHS member? (circle one):

yes

no

Name of unit you are evaluating (check one):
5 America’s Documents of Freedom
5 African American Life in the Nineteenth Century
5 The Civil War: Up Close and Personal

5 Chicago’s World’s Fairs
5 Face to Face with the Great Depression
5 America and Protest

Name of lesson you are evaluating: _______________________________________________________________
Evaluation questions:
1. On a scale of one to five (with five being the best) rate this lesson in terms of the quality of the student learning experience it provides (circle one):
5

4

3

2

1

2. What were the strengths of this lesson? _________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
3. What aspects of this lesson needed additional fine-tuning?__________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Would you use this lesson, or some variation of it, again? Why or why not? ____________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
5. What advice, tips, or suggestions would you give to future users of this lesson? _________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
6. Where does this lesson fit in your course of study (scope, sequence, unit)?_____________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
7. If applicable, how did the use of primary sources impact student learning? _____________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
8. Additional comments? (Use other side if necessary.)___________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
Thank you for your time. Please send the completed form via mail or
fax to: Chicago Historical Society, 1601 N. Clark Street, Chicago, Illinois, 60614-6071,
Attn: History Programs Fax: 312-799-2452

