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For Junior High/Middle School
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Penelope Niven is writing a biography of Thornton Wilder. She has written books about Carl Sandburg and Edward Steichen, and is co-author, with James Earl Jones, of Voices and Silences, a book about his life and career, which is being published in an expanded edition in April of 2002. She has been a National Endowment for the Humanities Fellow, and is Writer-in-Residence at Salem College in North Carolina. 

An archeologist's eyes combine the view of the telescope and the view of the microscope. He reconstructs the very distant with the help of the very small. It was something of this method that I brought to a New Hampshire village.
--Thornton Wilder, "A Preface for Our Town" [1938] ">1

The following ideas, addressed to students, may stimulate discussion and writing during your study of Our Town. 

1. Be the playwright, and write a monologue for the Stage Manager to deliver at the beginning of your own play about your own town, real or fictitious. If you like, use one of Thornton Wilder's lines as a beginning:

"Well, I'd better show you how our town lies."

OR 

"So--another day's begun."

2. Give an actual scientific and anthropological description of your town, following the example of Professor Willard in Act One.

3. Give a political and social description of your town, as Mr. Webb does in Act One.

4. Describe the evidence of culture or love of beauty in your town, as Mr. Webb does in Act One.

5. Using clues and evidence given in the text of the play, write character portraits of three characters in the play. Explain why you have chosen these particular characters. Compare one of these characters to an actual character in your town.

6. Several of the characters in Our Town confide their dreams to each other. Explore the play for evidence of these dreams--what they are, what they mean to the character, whether the dreams come true, and what difference, if any, the dreams make in the character's life.

7. Near the end of Act One, the Stage Manager discusses the items that have been chosen to go in the cornerstone of the new bank in Grover's Corners in 1901. Choose at least five items to put in a cornerstone or time capsule today--items that will represent the present, and help people understand our time a hundred or a thousand years from now. Explain your choices, sharing your opinions about what they mean to the present, and what they might say to the future. If you like, use Thornton Wilder's line to begin your reflection: 

"So--people a thousand years from now--this is the way we were."

8. When Thornton Wilder was in high school, he began writing what he called "Three Minute Plays for Three Persons." Some of them are reprinted in A. Tappan Wilder, editor, The Collected Short Plays of Thornton Wilder, Volume II (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1998). 

"It's a discouraging business to be an author at sixteen years of age," Wilder wrote in a foreword to his book, The Angel That Troubled the Waters and Other Plays, published in 1928. He remembered that when he was in high school, he imagined publishing a book of his three-minute plays. He wrote out the table of contents for the book on the inside covers of his first year algebra textbook. All told, he wrote more than forty three-minute plays over the years. They each last three minutes, and involve three characters, and many of them tell complete, entertaining stories in a short space of time. 

Try your hand at writing a "Three Minute Play for Three Persons." Then cast your play so that it can be read aloud in class. Choose your own subject matter, or, if you prefer, use some of the following prompts suggested by Act Two of Our Town:

a. A mother and father are discussing their son's or daughter's wedding with one other character.

b. A young groom is discussing his wedding with two other characters.

c. To the unhappiness of one character, two other characters fall in love.

d. One character is trying to keep a secret from two other characters.

e. Build your play around the Stage Manager's line in Act Two: 
"There are a lot of things to be said about a wedding; there are a lot of thoughts that go on during a wedding."

f. Build your play around the Stage Manager's line in Act Two: 
"They brought up two children apiece, washed, cleaned the house,--and never a nervous breakdown." 

g. Build your play around George Gibbs's line in Act Two:
"Ma, I don't want to grow old. Why's everybody pushing me so?"

h. Build your play around Emily Webb's line in Act Two:
"Well, if you love me, help me. All I want is someone to love me."

i. Remember that you are completely free to choose your own subject.

9. Try writing a Three-Minute Play with one or two of your classmates. Collaborate on the plot, the setting and the dialogue. Then perform the play.

10. Use the Stage Manager's speech at the beginning of Act Three as a model for your summary of the most important changes you have seen in your own lifetime.

11. Write a description of a real or imagined cemetery, using the Stage Manager's description at the outset of Act Three as a model.

12. In Act Three, the Stage Manager says, "Now there are some things we all know, but we don't take'm out and look at'm very often." State your own philosophy about the things we all know.

13. Near the end of Act Three, Emily says, "We don't have time to look at one another." Write an interpretation of what she means, giving examples from your own observation or experience.

14. At the end of the play, Emily says, "They don't understand, do they?" In a short essay or a short story or a poem, illustrate what she means.

15. Thornton Wilder plays with time throughout Our Town, shifting gears from present to past to future and back again. Construct a time-line for the play, and write about whether Wilder's manipulation of time is dramatically effective or ineffective--and, in either case, why.

16. In his Preface to Three Plays by Thornton Wilder, Wilder made the following statements about Our Town, and about drama in general. In class discussion or in writing, offer your understanding of what Wilder is saying and your opinion about whether he is right or wrong, choosing examples from the text of Our Town to support your views.

a. "Our Town is not offered as a picture of life in a New Hampshire village; or as a speculation about the conditions of life after death (that element I merely took from Dante's Purgatory). It is an attempt to find a value above all price for the smallest events in our daily life."

b. "The recurrent words in this play (few have notice it) are 'hundreds,' 'thousands,' and 'millions." Emily's joys and griefs, her algebra lessons and her birthday presents--what are they when we consider all the billions of girls who have lived, who are living, and who will live?"

c. "Each individual's assertion to an absolute reality can only be inner, very inner."

d. "Moliere said that for the theatre all he needed was a platform and a passion or two. The climax of this play needs only five square feet of boarding and the passion to know what life means to us."

e. "When you emphasize place in the theatre, you drag down and limit and harness time to it. You thrust the action back into past time, whereas it is precisely the glory of the stage that it is always 'now' there."

17. Plays are written to be heard. Working in groups, prepare selected scenes from the play for reading aloud in class.

18. Near the end of Act Two, the Stage Manager compresses life into a list followed by a sentence. Use this is a model to write your own compressed description of modern life:

"The cottage, the go-cart,, the Sunday-afternoon drives in the Ford, the first rheumatism, the grandchildren, the second rheumatism, the deathbed, the reading of the will.--Once in a thousand times it's interesting." 

19. Before he was ten years old, Thornton Wilder began to keep a journal. If you already keep a journal, continue to do so, and share with your classmates your strategy--how often your write in your journal; what kind of material you put in your journal; what purposes your journal serves; etc. If you don't keep a journal, consider starting one.

20. Do some free-writing about your town as it is, and as you wish it could be.

21. Explore the possible symbolism of light and darkness in the play, considering such lines as the following:

In Act One: 

"The morning star always gets wonderful bright the minute before it has to go,--doesn't it?"

"I can't work at all. The moonlight's so terrible."

In Act Three: 
"There are the stars--doing their old, old crisscross journeys in the sky."

22. Our Town is an American play, written by an American author, set in an American town, yet it has been produced around the world--in Poland, Germany, Russia, Japan, China, Korea and elsewhere. Why and how does this play "translate" into so many other languages and cultures? 

1 The 1938 Preface was published in the New York Times February 13, 1938, and in Donald Gallup, editor, American Characteristics and Other Essays (New York: Harper & Row, 1979), 100-103.
copyright @ Penelope Niven, 2001. 

Quotations from the work of Thornton Wilder are reprinted with the kind permission of A. Tappan Wilder, Catharine K. Wilder, and Catharine W. Guiles. Copyright @ A. Tappan Wilder, Catharine K. Wilder, and Catharine W. Guiles. All rights reserved.
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Activities and Investigations

(courtesy Ferndale Repertory Theatre)

1. Use the Stage Manager’s speech at the beginning of Act III as a model for your summary of the most important changes you’ve seen in your own lifetime.

2. At the end of the play, Emily says, “They don’t understand, do they?” In a short essay, short story, or poem, illustrate what she means.

3. In Act III, the Stage Manager says, “Now there are some things we all know, but we don’t take ‘m out and look at’m very often.” State your own philosophy about the things we all know.

4. Using textual evidence, get to know one of the characters better. Collect information about a character’s age, gender, occupation, hobbies, habits, etc. For example, George is the oldest child; he has a younger sister who annoys him constantly, he doesn’t like school, but he does like baseball, farming and Emily. Once you have a feeling for the character, compose a creative writing piece that describes the daily routine of the character you have chosen. Feel free to add your own insights, thoughts or actions not directly within the script, such as errands ran during the day, things the character’s read, or internal dialogue. Use your imagination.

5. Class Activity:
Thornton Wilder plays with time throughout Our Town, shifting gears from present to past to future and back again. As a class, construct a timeline for the play, and discuss whether Wilder’s manipulation of time is dramatically effective or ineffective—and, in either case, why. 

Activities and Investigations
for High School

(courtesy Masterpiece Theatre, PBS)
The Play's the Thing
1. Thornton Wilder once said, "I am not interested in the ephemeral -- such subjects as the adulteries of dentists. I am interested in those things that repeat and repeat and repeat in the lives of the millions." How does this statement apply to Our Town? Revisit the list students created about what makes a play a classic. Does Our Town qualify? Why or why not? Have students write a review that supports their conclusion.

2. The Stage Manager claims, "There's something way down deep that's eternal about every human being," but he doesn't tell the audience exactly what it is. Engage students in a discussion about their reactions to his statement. What do they think that "something" is? Do they agree or disagree with the Stage Manager's statement? Have students present their thoughts in a short speech or essay.

3. Imagine you are the director of Our Town and have chosen to update it. How would you change the production? Create opening and closing speeches for the Stage Manager that would suit Our Town if it were being written now. 

4. What if a sequel called Return to Our Town were developed? Have students create an outline for the plot to the sequel. For example, would Emily return from the dead again? Would the Gibbs and Webb families return to their homes and comment on the new owners?

5. Our Town was re-created as a musical in the 1950s starring Frank Sinatra as the Stage Manager.  Working in teams, have students create their own musical version. What style of music would the play have -- show tunes, rock, rhythm and blues, rap? What might be its theme song? Students may wish to develop their answers in small groups. Ask for student volunteers to perform a song from the "new" Our Town musical. 

6. Spoon River Anthology by Edgar Lee Masters and Under Milk Wood by Dylan Thomas are other well-known chronicles of small-town life. Ask students to match one of the poems to a scene or line in Our Town. What is each selection trying to express?

7. Choose a contemporary song about small-town life, such as Bruce Springsteen's "My Hometown" or "Youngstown" or John Mellencamp's "Small Town" or "Little Pink Houses." (Students may be able to contribute other selections.) In pairs or teams, have students study the song. What do they think the songwriter is trying to say? What conversation might the songwriter and Thornton Wilder have had about small towns? Have students present their findings to the class as a dialogue, talk show, or performance.

8. Many contemporary poets celebrate the value of daily life. Select a poem such as "Knoxville,Tennessee" by Nikki Giovanni, A Death in the Family by James Agee, or "Neighborhood Street" by Eloise Greenfield, or have students find other examples. Using the poems as inspiration, have students write their own poems about their appreciation of the "smaller things" in life.

All in the Family
1. Mrs. Gibbs calls weddings "farces," and Mrs. Webb says sending girls into marriage is "downright cruel." Although the Stage Manager says theirs is "a good wedding," both George and Emily have second thoughts before they exchange vows. How do students think marriage was viewed at the turn of the 20th century or when Wilder wrote the play? How have conventions and attitudes about marriage changed since then? Ask students to interview their parents, grandparents, relatives, or friends about their weddings. Then have students interview one another about their own expectations. List the similarities and differences students discover. 

2. How are the two couples -- Mr. and Mrs. Webb and Dr. and Mrs. Gibbs -- alike or different? What might these two couples be like today? Choose a scene featuring one of the couples and re-create it for today's audience.

3. Have students keep a journal of an ordinary day. Then ask them to imagine that they are George or Emily and write a similar account. Invite students to read their journals aloud. What are the similarities and differences within the class? Compare the students' entries with those of George and Emily. 

The River of Time

It is only in appearance that time is a river. It is rather a vast landscape and it is the eye of the beholder that moves.
     -- Thornton Wilder
1. Have students imagine they could go back in time to revisit a specific day in their lives. What day would they choose? Why? Have students convey their experiences as a diary entry, narrative, short video, or mural. Have them include as much description as they can, as well as their feelings about observing that particular day. How do their experiences compare with Emily's?

2. Review the scene in Act I when the Stage Manager describes the Grover's Corners bank cornerstone. What does he say the time capsule will contain? In teams, have students decide what they would include in a modern-day time capsule for "people a thousand years from now" to examine. If possible, have them assemble the actual items. How do the students' time capsules compare with that of Grover's Corners? How are theirs the same or different from one another's? What do the time capsules say about our society, then and now?

The Way We Were

It is a play that captures the universal experience of being alive.
     -- playwright Donald Margulies
1. As a class, draw a map of Grover's Corners as described by Wilder. Then have students use the library, town or city hall, local historical society, or museum to research what their city, town, or neighborhood looked like in 1901. Ask students to draw or copy the map of their town from that era. Compare and contrast it with the Grover's Corners map. Now have students bring their maps up-to-date. How have their maps changed? How might Grover's Corners look in 2003? 

2. Ask students to design a Web site for Grover's Corners. (If technology allows, have them actually build the site.) What would the homepage look like? Who would the Webmaster be? What would the content be? How often would you need to update it? Have students explain their plans.

3. Ask students to assemble a sample copy of the newspaper that Mr. Gibbs edits, the Grover's Corners Sentinel. What would the features be? Editorials? Ads? You may want to have students research typical New England newspapers of the era to use as models. 

4. Legend has it that Our Town is performed somewhere around the globe every night. Relocate the play to a foreign country or the country of your origin. What changes might be made in the casting, set, or plot? Would the play work as well? Why or why not? (Note: More adventurous students may be willing to perform a scene from the "translated" play.)

5. In the long-running television show The Simpsons, characters live out their mundane lives in the town of Springfield -- as distinctive a town as Grover's Corners. What do you think Thornton Wilder would have thought of The Simpsons? Write a memo from Wilder to The Simpsons' creator Matt Groening, imagining what Wilder's comments might be. 

Ann Arbor Civic Theatre 

Activities and Investigations

1. The Ann Arbor Civic Theatre production and the 1940 movie of Our Town both feature a score by Aaron Copland.  Write a paper on why the directors of both productions chose music by Aaron Copland.  Discuss how underscoring influences mood.  Why might the director of the stage production chosen to use underscoring?

2. All theatrical productions of this play feature no set.  Write or make a presentations on why that is.  Does the lack of set help the audience apply the events of the play to their own lives?  Does the absence of set in performance cause the audience to notice the details?  Why might that be important to this play’s theme.

3. Have the students write a Review of Our Town after seeing it.  Discuss the content of the play, the design elements (costumes, lights, sets, props, sound and makeup) as well as the acting and the directing of the show.  Please insist that students back up their thoughts with justification. 

Dramatic Readings

(courtesy Masterpiece Theatre, PBS)

Large Project for Grades 5-12

Act I 

· Stage Manager's opening speech 

· Mrs. Gibbs and Mrs. Webb: the legacy 

· Mr. Webb describing Grover's Corners 

· Mrs. Webb and Emily on being pretty 

· Stage Manager on the cornerstone 

Act II 

· Stage Manager's opening speech 

· Dr. and Mrs. Gibbs on marriage 

· George and Mr. Webb on marriage 

· George and Emily at the drugstore 

Act III 

· Stage Manager's opening speech 

· Emily as she revisits her parents 


To bring the play to life in an English classroom, offer students the opportunity to do dramatic readings. The monologues listed above are especially good for that purpose. You can also use them as audition pieces in a drama class.

As you assign different students to tackle these speeches or scenes, allow a variety of interpretations. Don't establish a "right" way to approach the material. Young performers shouldn't be expected to mimic the professional actors they've seen on stage.

Explore different ways to read the monologues, including speed, tone, and the nuances of humor and emotion. You may also want to invite students to try the material just sitting in chairs, reading from music stands, or with minimal scenery such as tables and chairs or stepladders.

Try adding incidental music such as a guitar or piano, live or taped. How does this new element affect the performance?

Turn of the Century
Large Project for grades 7-12

Courtesy  TEACHER(s): Shannon Kromer, Karen Shaffer, Leslie Jordan  

PROJECT LENGTH – APPROX 1 month
QUARTER: First into second; will count as a second quarter grade in language arts.  Points for rough draft may or may not be added into first quarter average.
 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION

In correlation with the reading and discussion of Thornton Wilder’s play, Our Town, students will write about the way life was at the turn of the last century.  Each student will be assigned an “identity” that is relevant to the time period of 1900-1910.  Once they have been assigned their “identity”, they will research different aspects of the time period and apply them accordingly.  From this information, they will write three paragraphs, locate an appropriate photo, and assume the role of their “identity” in oral presentation form.  
 Students must utilize many different sources in their search for information and must document the sources appropriately. 
 
GUIDELINES
Each student will be given a file folder with their name and their “identity” on the front.  This must be the folder that holds all the research information and it must be turned in at the end of the project.  You must locate a photo that is a good representation of your “identity” and paste it to the front of the folder.  The photo must be selected from an appropriate web source.  You must save the photo to your file, insert it to Word format, and cite it appropriately.  
 
· Each student will write three paragraphs that relate to their “identity”.  
·      The first paragraph will be an expository paragraph detailing who you are, what you do for a living, what your living condition is, and what you do for fun.
·      The second paragraph will detail one important event or invention of the time period and how it affects you.
·      The third paragraph will be a comparison between the way your “identity” lived and the way we live today.
**ALL PARAGRAPHS AND THE WORKS CONSULTED PAGE MUST BE TYPED!
 

The final step of the project will be to present a 2-3 minute speech on who you (your “identity”) are, and what your life was like, to your Language Arts class.  You must do this in costume that would be fitting for the time period and the type of person you are.

 
Turn of the Century “Identities”:
1) 1)   Factory worker on an assembly line
2) 2)   Coal miner
3) 3)   Wealthy child in a town
4) 4)   Poor child in a town
5) 5)   Child in a rural area
6) 6)   Immigrant coming to America
7) 7)   School teacher
8) 8)   Baseball player
9) 9)   Girl working in a shirt factory 
10)Worker in a steel mill
11)Railroad worker
12)Housewife in a town
13)An actor or actress in a theater
14)A union worker
15) A prohibition worker
  
· When doing this research, you will utilize information from many different sources.  From this research, you must compile a WORKS CONSULTED page.  You must consult and document from the following:
·      One primary source (i.e. American Memory)
·      One print source (i.e. book)
·      Two web sources (it will not count as one source if you merely utilize the source for your photo and not for information for the project)
****FOR ONE OF YOUR WEB SOURCES YOU MUST FILL OUT A WEB EVALUATION SHEET.  THIS MUST BE TURNED IN WITH YOUR OTHER RESEARCH AND INFORMATION IN YOUR FILE FOLDER!*******
 Correctly list and organize your WORKS CONSULTED page.
TIMELINE

·      Monday, February 14—instruction in computer classes begins; primary sources, web evaluation
·      Monday, February 21—introduction in language arts classes
·      Friday, February 25, Tuesday, March 1, and Friday, March 4—library days in language arts classes 
·      Weeks of February 21 and 28— instruction and work days in computer classes
·      Tuesday, March 8—rough drafts due; work day in language arts classes
·      Wednesday, March 9—presentations in language arts class; paragraphs, works consulted page, web evaluation sheet, and file folders due
  
FORMAT

Paragraphs 
1. Picture saved as Word Document; on folder 
2. Works consulted page 
3. Web evaluation sheet 
4. 2-3 minute presentation; costume 
 
WRITING SKILLS


INTRODUCE: compare/contrast writing
REINFORCE: expository writing; elements of good paragraph writing: introduction, topic sentence, supporting details, closing statement
 
INFORMATION LITERACY SKILLS


INTRODUCE: citing primary resources
REINFORCE: using primary resources; Internet searching; plagiarism      in reference to graphics; works consulted page
 
TECHNOLOGY SKILLS


INTRODUCE: web search and evaluation

REINFORCE: word processing
 
RUBRIC

Teacher Resources
	LEARNING PAGE OF THE LIBRARY of CONGRESS  http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/index.html
THE DIGITAL CLASSROOM  http://www.nara.gov/education/classrm.html


