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Lesson 10.5
THE GREAT DEPRESSION THROUGH PHOTOGRAPHS

Objective: Students will analyze photographs of the agricultural Acadian community in
the St. John Valley taken during the Great Depression. They will use the information they
see in the photographs to make conclusions about the condition of agriculture in northern
Maine during that time.

Materials:
• Sheet 10.5: Multiple copies per student of the Photograph Analysis Sheet (same

as Sheet 8.5A)
• Docs 10.5A – 10.5J: Selected photographs from Acadian Hard Times
• 

Timing: 1-2 class periods

Background Reading and Information:
• Chapter Ten, Sections Two and Three
• The photographs for this lesson were selected from Acadian Hard Times, by C.

Stewart Doty, and were taken by Farm Security Administration (FSA) agents John
Collier, Jr., Jack Delano, and Jack Walas during the Depression. The agents traveled
to the St. John Valley, in order to report on the progress of the Acadian clients of the
Farm Security Administration who lived in the area. These families were low-income
farmers who were relying on loans and/or grants from the FSA for relief during the
Depression. The FSA taught their clients modern canning techniques and introduced
them to alternative crops, such as seed potatoes. As Acadians, the families
photographed here were Catholic and French-speaking. They lived a relatively
isolated existence, depending mainly on their own farms for survival. The
photographs are not representative of all of Maine during the Depression, only of a
single agricultural community in northern Maine. Still, the photographs represent
some of the best depictions we have of the Depression era as it was experienced by
Acadians in the St. John Valley.

Preparation: If you have the equipment, project the photographs from a computer using
a projector, or make the photos into laminated cards, (these photographs are in the
public domain, so there is no need to worry about copyright laws).

Procedure:

1. Review Chapter Ten, Sections Two and Three with students.

2. Tell students you will be examining photographs taken of Acadian families in the St.
John Valley during the Great Depression. Give them the background information
listed above. Remind them that these photographs are not representative of all
Mainers during the Depression, only this particular community.
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3. Examine one of the photographs together, either on an overhead or a slide. Ask
students questions like the following:

• What do you see in the picture?
• Who is in it? What is he or she doing?
• What is the attitude of the people in the picture? How can you tell?
• Where was the picture taken?
• Why do you think the picture was taken?
• Do you think it was a posed or candid shot? How can you tell?
• Does the photograph convey a certain message? What is it? Where do you think the

message comes from?
• Do you think the message was intentional?
• What audience do you think the photographer had in mind when he took the picture?
• What questions do you have about the photograph?

4. Working either on their own or in pairs, have students examine the photographs on the
cards or slides and fill out a Photograph Analysis Sheet for each photograph they
examine.

5. Writing assignment: Have students choose one photograph that struck them as
interesting. Taking on the voice of one of the people in the photograph, have each
student write a diary entry that explains what his or her thoughts are as the picture is
being taken. Give students time overnight to complete their assignment.

6. Share some diary entries in class the next day. Ask students to share their observations
about the photographs. Ask them questions like the following:

• What can we conclude about the Acadian community in the St. John Valley from
these photos?

• What kinds of questions do the photos raise that we must find answers to elsewhere?
• What other sources could you refer to in order to find answers to those questions?
• How useful are photographs as historical documents?
• How does the photographer affect the information that is shown in the photograph?

Evaluation: Grade students based on the thoroughness of their Photograph Analysis
Sheets, and the thoughtfulness of their written assignment.

Follow-up Activities:
• Have students search for answers to some of the questions that were raised by these

photographs. They might be specific questions about the community, or larger
questions about the Depression and the New Deal in Maine.

• Portfolio Option: Have each student create a photoessay with him or herself as the
subject. They may select photographs that their parents took of them as children up
until the present day, or they may take some of their own of their present-day lives.
Their photoessay should include an explanation to go along with each photograph.
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Alignment with the Learning Results:

Grade Level: 6th-8th

Content Area: Social Studies: APPLICATIONS
Standard: Researching and Developing Positions on Current Social Studies Issues
Students research, select, and present a position on a current social studies issue by
proposing and revising research questions, and locating and selecting information from
multiple and varied sources.

Descriptor A1c: Locate and access relevant information that includes multiple
perspectives from varied sources.

Grade Level: 6th-8th
Content Area: Social Studies: HISTORY
Standard: Historical Knowledge, Concepts, Themes, and Patterns
Students understand major eras, majoring enduring themes, and historic influences in the
history of Maine, the United States, and various regions of the world.

Descriptor E1b: Analyze and critique major historical eras, major enduring
themes, turning points, events, consequences, and people in the history of the United
States and world and the implications for the present and the future.
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Sheet 10.5
Name:                                                                                         Date:                             

PHOTO ANALYSIS SHEET

Examine your photograph. Answer the following questions based on your observations.
Use complete sentences.

1. Photograph Number:                      

2. Who is in the photograph?                                                                                                  

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

3. What are they doing?                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

4. Where was the photo taken?                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

5. When was the photo taken?                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

6. Why do you think was it taken?                                                                                         
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7. Was the photo posed or taken as a candid? How can you tell?                                          

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

8. What is the attitude of the people in the photograph? Are they happy, sad, angry, tired?
Why?

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

9. What other things are in the photograph, besides the people?                                           

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                                

10. Does the photograph have a message? What is it? What conveys that message?            
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Docs 10.5A-J
Images as reprinted in Arcadian Hard Times, by C. Stewart Doty, John Collier, Jr., Jack Delano, and Jack

Walas, Orono: University of Maine Press, 1991. Reprinted here with permission from the Library of
Congress, Washington D.C.

Doc 10.5A

Doc 10.5B
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Doc 10.5C

Doc 10.5D
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Doc 10.5E
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Doc 10.5F
.

Doc 10.5G
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Doc 10.5H
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Doc 10.5I

Doc 10.5J


