
John Steinbeck’s America:  
The 1930s and the Search for the American Dream 

 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Today, most Americans live in a world of prosperity, so it is hard 
for us to understand what it might be like to live in an era when 
getting enough to eat, or finding a job, any job, could be a struggle. 
Therefore, in order to gain insights about the life that the characters 
George and Lennie live in John Steinbeck's novel, Of Mice and Men, 
you are to embark on a WebQuest to find out what their lives may 
have been like and to begin to look at the issues of homelessness 
and poverty in America.  
 
 
TASK 
Your overall task is to read and analyze Of Mice and Men.  By 
completing this WebQuest, you will “see” the world through the 

eyes of the people who lived during the desperate time of the Great Depression.  Millions of 
people lost their jobs, businesses, homes, farms, and families, as the nation was plagued by over 
20% unemployment (compare that to today’s number of 6.7% in Dec . 2008).  By understanding the 
time period, it will allow us to further understand George and Lennie’s difficulties attaining their 
American Dream. 
 
You will work in a group of 3-4 students and your group will randomly be assigned a topic from 
the list below.  You will research your own topic and make a presentation to the class using your 
group’s chosen format. Additionally, you will be required to submit a Works Cited page and your 
research notes. 
 

TOPICS: 
1. Great Economic Depression of the 1930s: History  
2. Great Economic Depression of the 1930s: Culture 
3. The Dust Bowl 
4. The Migrant Worker Experience: Then and Now 
5. John Steinbeck: His life and times, and how they influenced his writing 

 
PROJECT FORMAT:  

1. Letters to a parent, friend, or other person. 
2. Interview with a person from the time period: written, audio, or video 
3. Newspaper or magazine article of the time period 
4. Performance: play and/or sing a song, recite an original poem, perform a dance, play a 

character (real or fictional) that reflects a theme from the time period 
5. Journal entries written from the perspective of a teenager of the time period 
6. A format that you propose 

 



GROUP PRESENTATION: 
Your 5-minute presentation should offer the class a solid overview of your research 
including specific information, data, examples, etc., to help us further understand the 
complexity of your topic.  Every group member must participate equally in the presentation 
in order to earn full points. 

  
TIMELINE: 

You will be given four class periods to research your topic and prepare your multigenre 
project. Please note: your progress will be checked daily.  If you are not making progress 
each day, this will be reflected in your group’s final grade. 
 
Mon., Sept. 14:  Work day in P100W – introduce assignment, begin research 
Tues., Sept. 15:  Work day in P100E – continue research, begin final project 
Weds., Sept. 16:  Work day in P100E – wrap-up final project 
Friday., Sept. 18: Group Presentations 

 
 
 

 
Migrant farm workers in California, 1938.  From  The Teaching and Learning Center at Fayetteville State University. 
www.uncfsu.edu/tlc/stolen_childhood_farmadmin.htmhttp://www.uncfsu.edu/tlc/stolen_childhood_farmadmin.htm 



WEBQUEST PROCESS 
 
Now that you have your group members and your topic it is time to begin your WebQuest.  Use 
the following steps to guide through this activity and ensure that you have all the required 
elements of the project. 
 
STEP ONE: Research.   Use the web links provided to begin your research.  Remember, this is 

just a place to start, you can certainly use other Internet sources; 
however, you CANNOT USE WIKIPEDIA.  

 
 As you find important information from the websites, record the 

information/key quotes/data/etc. on a separate sheet of paper (or a 
Word document).  Be sure to record where you found this information 
(the website).  You will turn in these “research notes” along with your 
final project. 

 
 Record the bibliographic information for each source you use in your 

final project (including any photos/graphics). Use the online tool, 
NoodleTools.com, to create this Works Cited page.  If you have not 
used NoodleTools.com before, see me for help.  You will turn in a 
formal Works Cited page along with your final project. 

 
 
STEP TWO: Project.  As you begin sorting through your research notes, the various websites, 

etc. think about the appropriate format to communicate your 
information.  Choose ONE of the formats suggested (or one that you 
propose to me).  This is the format through which you will convey the 
ideas, data, statistics, examples, information, etc. that you found during 
your research. 

 
 Remember, depending upon the project format that you choose, you 

may be adopting a new “persona” and your project must capture that 
new voice.  Similarly, project formats may have differing audiences (ex. 
high school students/teacher, community members, etc.) 

 
Be sure to include specific evidence from your research as you create 
your project, and draw solid connections between the information that 
you researched and our society today: what are the lasting effects of the 
1930s?  Do we have similar concerns today regarding work, money, 
poverty, culture? Etc.  See the accompanying “guiding questions & 
key connections” for ideas.  

 



INTERNET SITES 
Listed below are a number of useful Internet websites (you are certainly welcome to use other 
sources EXCEPT WIKIPEDIA).  Remember, just because something is written on the Internet, 
doesn't mean it is true or correct – be sure to analyze the accuracy of the websites you use.  All 
sources you actually use in the project must be included in the Works Cited; if you look at the site, 
but don’t use any of its info, do not include it in the Works Cited. 

Great Depression:  Economic Causes and Effects 

FDIC Learning Bank: US Government Economic Regulatory Reform and Recovery Efforts 
http://www.fdic.gov/about/learn/learning/when/1930s.html 

Farming in the 1930s: Wessels Living History Farm in York, Nebraska 
http://www.livinghistoryfarm.org/farminginthe30s/farminginthe1930s.html 

The New Deal: US Government Economic Recovery Program of President Franklin D. Roosevelt: University of 
Virginia 
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~MA02/volpe/newdeal/timeline_text.html 

American Experience: President Roosevelt 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/presidents/32_f_roosevelt/index.html  

Great Depression:  1930's Arts and Entertainment 

America in the 1930's: Art and Entertainment : Universtiy of Virginia  
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~1930s/front.html  

National Recovery Act 'Morale Booster' Promotional Movie Clip 
http://www.radiochemistry.org/history/video/new_deal_nra.html 

Authentic History Center: 1930s and the Great Depression 
Audio and Video Clips, and  Images 
http://www.authentichistory.com/1930s.html 

National New Deal Preservation Asociation: Art, Theater, Literature, Building Projects 
http://newdeallegacy.org/ 

American Popular Music in the 1930s: 
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~UG03/Jukebox/front.html 

American Cultural History of the 1930s: Kingwood College Library 
http://kclibrary.nhmccd.edu/decade30.html 

Olympics Website: Search 1932 and 1936. 
http://www.olympic.org/uk/index_uk.asp 

  

The Dust Bowl: 

The Dust Bowl: Wessels Living History Farm, York, Nebraska. 
http://www.livinghistoryfarm.org/farminginthe30s/water_02.html 

http://www.fdic.gov/about/learn/learning/when/1930s.html
http://www.livinghistoryfarm.org/farminginthe30s/farminginthe1930s.html
http://xroads.virginia.edu/%7EMA02/volpe/newdeal/timeline_text.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/presidents/32_f_roosevelt/index.html
http://xroads.virginia.edu/%7E1930s/front.html
http://xroads.virginia.edu/%7E1930s/PRINT/printfr.html
http://www.radiochemistry.org/history/video/new_deal_nra.html
http://www.authentichistory.com/1930s.html
http://newdeallegacy.org/
http://xroads.virginia.edu/%7EUG03/Jukebox/front.html
http://kclibrary.nhmccd.edu/decade30.html
http://www.olympic.org/uk/index_uk.asp
http://www.livinghistoryfarm.org/farminginthe30s/water_02.html


The Dust Bowl; How it Happened 
http://www.ourbetternature.org/dustbowl.htm 

NOAA: The Dust Storm by Woody Guthrie 
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/nws/woodie.html  

NOAA Photo Library: Meteorologial Monstors: DUST 
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/nws/dust1.html  

NASA Explains the Dust Bowl 
http://www.nasa.gov/centers/goddard/news/topstory/2004/0319dustbowl.html 

PBS: Surviving the Dust Bowl 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/dustbowl/index.html 

Project Oklahoma: History and Culture of Oklahoma in the 1930s 
http://title3.sde.state.ok.us/history_and_culture/  

Migrant Workers: 

Picture This: California Perspectives on American History: Migrant Workers 
http://www.museumca.org/picturethis/3_2.html 

World Hunger Year website: Migrant Farm Workers 1930s to 1980s. 
http://www.worldhungeryear.org/fslc/faqs/ria_010.asp?section=11&click=1 

The Migrant Experience Today 
http://www.pbs.org/now/politics/migrants.html 

Gale-Thomson Free Resources: Biography of Cesar Chavez 
http://www.gale.com/free_resources/chh/bio/chavez_c.htm 

The Library of Congress 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/fsowhome.html  

The New Deal Network 
http://newdeal.feri.org/library/7_31.htm    

John Steinbeck:  The California Years 

John Steinbeck's California Connections 
http://www.literarytraveler.com/literary_articles/john_steinbecks_california.aspx 

The National Steinbeck Center 
http://www.steinbeck.org/MainFrame.html 

Official website of the City of Salinas California, Hometown of John Steinbeck 
http://www.ci.salinas.ca.us/ 

The Cannery Row Foundation 
http://www.canneryrow.org/  

 

http://www.ourbetternature.org/dustbowl.htm
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/nws/woodie.html
http://www.photolib.noaa.gov/nws/dust1.html
http://www.nasa.gov/centers/goddard/news/topstory/2004/0319dustbowl.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/dustbowl/index.html
http://title3.sde.state.ok.us/history_and_culture/
http://www.museumca.org/picturethis/3_2.html
http://www.worldhungeryear.org/fslc/faqs/ria_010.asp?section=11&click=1
http://www.gale.com/free_resources/chh/bio/chavez_c.htm
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/fsowhome.html
http://newdeal.feri.org/library/7_31.htm
http://www.literarytraveler.com/literary_articles/john_steinbecks_california.aspx
http://www.steinbeck.org/MainFrame.html
http://www.ci.salinas.ca.us/
http://www.canneryrow.org/


GUIDING QUESTIONS & KEY CONNECTIONS 

Great Economic Depression: History 

What connections can be made to current historical events? 

1. What were the causes of the Great Depression? 

2. How did the Great Depression affect the nation and the average American family? 

3. How did the Great Depression affect people of different income groups and ethnic groups ? 

4. What was the New Deal and what were some of its programs? 

5. Why is Franklin D. Roosevelt considered to be a great leader? 

6. How did the great Depression end? 

Great Economic Depression: Culture 
 
What connections can be made to the popular culture of today? 

1. What types of entertainment were popular? 

2. Why did people choose these types of entertainment? 

3. What were some popular movies, plays, songs, dances, and radio shows? 

4. Who were some popular singers, actors, dancers, composers, playwrights? 

5. What were the popular sports? Who were the popular athletes? 

6. What impact did the popular culture of the 1930s have on the culture of the time? 



Dust Bowl: 

What connections can be made to current historical events? 

1. What was the Dust Bowl? 

2. What were the causes of the Dust Bowl? 

3. Who did it affect the most? 

4. What part(s) of the country did it affect the most? 

5. How did the United States government respond to the problems created by the Dust Bowl? 

6. How did the Dust Bowl end?  

Migrant Workers: 

What connections can be made to current historical events? 

1. Why was there a need for Migrant Workers then? 

2. Why is there a need for Migrant Workers now? 

3. What was the ethnic and/or racial makeup of the Migrant Workers then and now? 

4. What places did they come from? 

5. What places did they go to for work? 

6. Which crops did they pick then and now,  and where did they pick them?   

John Steinbeck: 

What connections can be made to current historical events? 

1. How would you describe his life? 

2. What were the major events of his life? 

3. Why was Salinas, and the Imperial/Central Valley, important to his work? 

4. What were some of his other works of literature? 

5. Why was he so well known? 

 



PROJECT EVALUATION 
 
The following rubric will be used to evaluate your project’s level of research, connections made, 
creativity, and completeness. 
 

Format                 Total Points Points Earned 

Content (information from research is specific, relevant, 
accurate, and appropriate) 

10   

Connections made   10   
Works Cited (all sources are cited according to MLA format) 10   
Creativity (project format adds to the content) 5   
Neatness (project is professional, free of errors) 5   
      

Group Presentation 
    

Voice projection/clarity 3   
Eye contact/body language 3   
Organized (beginning, middle, and end) 5   
Participation (all group members participate equally) 3  

   

Daily Progress Points (5 points per workday) 20  

   Total Score    /75 
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