John Steinbeck’s Use of Music in The Grapes of Wrath
By Michelle Gunderson; Nettelhorst School for the Fine and Performing Arts; Chicago, Ill.
Grade level: 10-12; Subject Area focus: Language Arts with Music Integration
Brief Summary:

Music plays a key role in the cultural underpinning of John Steinbeck’s classic novel, The Grapes of Wrath. In one seminal scene in the book, the camp residents gather for a dance. The piece of music that opens this dance is the Chicken Reel.

This lesson presents the Chicken Reel as a piece of authentic American Roots music in order to help students understand the cultural context of live performance during the depression and music’s relevance within John Steinbeck’s masterwork. The purpose of the lesson is to integrate arts education with language arts, both fields of study share equal importance.

Goals and Objectives:

The goals for this lesson are aligned with the Illinois State Learning Standards as follows:

State Goal 2: Read and understand literature representative of various societies, eras, and ideas (specifically understanding historical context).

State Goal 4: Listen and speak effectively in a variety of situations.

State Goal 25.A: Understand the sensory elements, organizational principles and expressive qualities of the arts.

State Goal 26: Through creating and performing, understand how works of art are produced.

State Goal 27: Understand the role of the arts in civilizations, past and present.

Summary of Lesson:

After listening to a live performance of “The Chicken Reel” students will analyze its form. Then students will participate in dancing a simple reel using the dance steps mentioned in Chapter 24 of The Grapes of Wrath. Afterwards students will respond by writing about other references to music within the novel.

Evaluation and Assessment:

Essay question for quiz or test: How was music integrated within The Grapes of Wrath, and why did Steinbeck use music as a literary device?

Follow-up Activities:

Homework: 
Find another reference to music within the novel. How is this piece of music important to the story?

Examples of outstanding student work are to be shared with the class.

Additional Information (including national and/or state requirements or standards addressed:

See above
Resources Used:

Audio Resources

It is best if the “Chicken Reel” can be presented as a live performance. This is a fairly easy piece that a moderately accomplished high school violin student should be able to play. It is entirely in first position and the fourth finger is not used. Guitar, bass, and banjo are also easily added. The only chords are D and A, and they are not changed quickly. Of course, the best case scenario would be to add mandolin on the melody. “The Chicken Reel” can be found in The Fiddler’s Fakebook published by Oak Publications.

If it is impossible to present a live performance, this piece is recorded on Charlie Monroe’s album On the Noonday Jamboree (County 538) www.countysales.com
Visual Resources

Videotape of high school students learning a reel at

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1_GgqY8q_g&feature=related
Internet Resources

Teachers might want to use Dr. Donald Gallo’s teachers guide to The Grapes of Wrath published by Penguin and available at www.penguingroup.com.

Lesson Plan Outline: John Steinbeck’s Use of Music in The Grapes of Wrath
Objectives:

Students will understand the format of a reel, the instrumental composition of a string band, as well as familiar dance steps of the period. They will use the cultural context of the music to form a better understanding of Chapter 24 of The Grapes of Wrath.

Materials used:

Live performance ensemble (fiddle and guitar – adding bass, banjo, and mandolin if possible)

Or recording: On the Noonday Jamboree by Charlie Monroe

Prior Knowledge and Experience/Curriculum Content:

This lesson is intended as a culminating, arts integration experience for high school students at the conclusion of reading and studying The Grapes of Wrath.

Procedures:
Every effort should be made to have active participation and live performance for this lesson.

1. Students listen to performance of “Chicken Reel.” Instruments and players are introduced by the
     teacher. (10 minutes)
2. On second listening, teacher and students analyze the AABB format typical of this type of fiddle tune
     using either copies of the music, or an overhead master. (5 minutes)
3. Students are taught a simple reel (dance) that they perform to the “Chicken Reel.” Even though the 
     couples dance in squares in the novel, the same dance steps mentioned by Steinbeck are easier to
     teach in a reel. The teacher calls cues for “Honor your partner, do-si-do, swing your partner, and
     promenade home.” Calling cues and assistance can be found at www.norfolk.folkdancer.com.  

If it is not possible to teach the students the dance, a four minute video performance of high school students learning a reel is available at  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1_GgqY8q_g&feature=related.
4. Reread Chapter 24 of Grapes of Wrath as a class, taking time to stop and discuss new understanding of the work in relationship to the music.

5. Exit slips. (See below)

Indicators of Success:

· Students fill in exit slips explaining new learning or understanding they have based on their experiences from the lesson. 

· A question concerning the musical contexts in the novel is added to the final exam.


