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Dorothea Lange is best known for her documentary photographs showing the poverty and bleak living conditions that plagued migrant workers during the Great Depression. Her pictures are a lasting record of the social and economic forces that affected people’s lives at that time. In this activity students will learn how photography can tell a story, produce a photo-essay of their own.
Artist:  Dorothea Lange

The “Big Idea”

After completing all activities for the theme “A Documentary Passion,” students will understand the following “big ideas.” The italicized idea is emphasized in the “Transforming the Everyday” activity.

· How do artists construct stories using visual means?
· What can a portrait tell you about a person?

To introduce the activity

01.    Review: With your students, go over the activity’s overview and “big idea.”
02.    Journal option: If you plan on doing more than one activity from this theme, ask students to create a journal for the project. The journal will allow them to organize their research notes, brainstorms, projects, and reflections.
03.    Using Voices and Images of California Art: These online materials are composed of primary reference sources. Each section helps students understand the work and ideas of a particular artist. The following questions can enrich your students’ experience with the program; you may want to discuss their thoughts in class or have them write responses in their journals. You may also want to explain the advantage of using primary sources in research:

a.   Introductory movie (a profile of an artist and a brief glimpse into his or her life and work). What is important to this artist? What is the artist’s attitude toward his or her own work?
b.   Gallery (a sample of the artist’s work). Can you identify specific qualities that describe these artworks? What do you think they are about?
c.   Interview (the artist’s voice presents ideas about his or her work and life). How does the interview help you understand the artist and his or her work? What else would you like to ask the artist?
d.  Photo album (an intimate look at the artist’s life). How do the photographs convey the artist’s personality? What story do they tell?
e.  Scrapbook (a collection of miscellaneous items). How do the scrapbook items give you insights into specific aspects of the artist’s life and career? What kind of historical information does the scrapbook offer?
f.  Biography (a narrative overview of the artist’s life and background). What do you find interesting about the artist’s life?
04.    Activity prep: You will want to introduce the concept of documentary before assigning this activity. Discuss why artists might use photographs to tell a story. What do we learn about people, places, and events through photography that written descriptions or paintings might not convey?
05.    Explore online: Now your students are ready to explore the artists in Voices 
          and Images of California Art and complete the activity steps (duplicated below for your review).
Related Standards

Visual Arts Grades 4/8 

Grade Four

3.0 HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT
Role and Development of the Visual Arts

3.1 Describe how art plays a role in reflecting life (e.g., in photography, quilts, architecture).

Grade Five 

2.0 CREATIVE EXPRESSION

Skills, Processes, Materials, and Tools

2.3 Demonstrate beginning skill in the manipulation of digital imagery (e.g., computer generated art, digital photography, or videography).

Grade Six 

2.0 CREATIVE EXPRESSION

Communication and Expression Through Original Works of Art

2.6 Use technology to create original works of art.

Grade Seven 

2.0 CREATIVE EXPRESSION

Communication and Expression Through Original Works of Art

2.6 Create an original work of art, using film, photography, computer graphics, or video.

Grade Eight

2.0 CREATIVE EXPRESSION

Communication and Expression Through Original Works of Art

2.3 Create an original work of art, using film, photography, computer graphics, or video.
Materials Needed

01.   Access to computers to view Voices and Images of California Art
02.   writing materials
03.   tape or video recorder (optional)

Time Needed up to two class periods

01.   one to introduce the activity and view Voices and Images of California Art screens

02.   one to write interview questions and role-play
Assessment

Students will be graded on:

01.   effort in planning documentaries
02.   creativity and thoroughness of documentaries
03.   class presentation
“Transforming the Everyday” Activity
In this activity you will work individually or in teams to produce a short photo-essay on a school or local event as it takes place. The primary medium is intended to be photography, but you will complement your pictures with work in other media, such as written paragraphs, drawings, or video clips.
Look closely: Click on each artist button at right to view detailed screens about the artist and his or her works. Be sure to click on all images, view all videos, read all documents, and use the zoom tool to look closely at the works of art.
Artist:  Dorothea Lange
The “Big Idea”

How do artists construct stories using visual means?

In this activity you will:

01.   choose an event to document
02.   plan your documentary
03.   document the event
04.   present your work to the class
You will be graded on:

01.   effort in planning documentary
02.   creativity and thoroughness of documentary
03.   class presentation
New terms: documentary, photo-essay, point of view
Activity Steps
Throughout history, photographs have been used to document our times and tell stories about who we are. In this activity you will create a photo-essay of your own.
01.   Prepare: Divide into groups and choose an upcoming event to document in your photo-essay. What is the story you want to tell? What are the key moments to emphasize? How can you be open to, and prepared for, unexpected incidents? How will you reveal your point of view about the event? Do you have a specific audience in mind?

02.   Create: Record the event through photographs or, if that is not possible, through writing, drawings, or video clips. The group may choose to divide up responsibilities for particular media (with one person shooting photographs, for example, while another writes descriptions of the events taking place).
03.    Analyze: As a group, critique your pictures and the other materials you collected. Did you miss anything important? Is there a way to make up for what you missed, either by using existing materials or by collecting new ones?
04.   Edit: Prepare to present your project to the class. Edit the materials you gathered so that you are showing only the strongest material that best represents your event.
05.   Present: Share your finished project with the class. Everyone in the group must participate.

06.    Extension: Exchange your unedited material with another group and create a new story about the same subject, but with a different approach. Afterward, discuss with the other group how and why you went about changing the storyline.

Screen questions
1. Dorothea Lange is best known for her documentary photographs showing the poverty and bleak living conditions that plagued migrant workers during the Great Depression.
To do: Click on the screen “Scrapbook> Working Process” to explore Lange’s working process and view her contact sheets.

To think about: Lange’s contact sheets show several photographs that she took during a particular shooting session. How do the different shots tell different stories? Why would Lange choose certain pictures over other, similar ones when deciding what to publish?
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Artists have always recorded scenes and events that are significant to their lives and to their communities. In the twentieth century, photography emerged as a central medium for this purpose. Through their selection of subject matter, photographers reveal which topics they care about most, sometimes using their work to advocate for change.
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