English Language Arts: Questioning
Circle for The Grapes of Wrath

Text: What are environmental and social factors
that uprooted the Joad family from their land?
What obstacles do the Joad family encounter as
they make their journey to California? How is the
Joad family received by other immigrant families?
Law enforcement? Farm employers? Middle-class
California residents?

Self: When have you tried to do something
helpful (or someone you know) and it backfired?
Explain your intent and why it backfired. What is
your reaction to new families moving into your
neighborhood that seem really different and
unusual to you? Do you try to get to know them or
leave them be? What is your initial reaction in the
presence of dirty, begging homeless people?

(Move students through a series of photos and
see if initial reaction changes. See, for examples,
www.deviantart.com.)

Text and Self: What is your reaction to this
interaction between the owner and tenant man?

A tenant man is told by the owner: “One man
on a tractor can take the place of twelve or
fourteen families. . . . We've got to take the
cotton quick before the land dies. . . . Then
we'll sell the land. . . . You'll have to get off the
land. The plows’ll go through the dooryard.”

Tenant man: “We measured it and broke it up.
We were born on it, and we got killed on it,
died on it. Even if it's no good, it’s still ours.
That's what makes it ours—being born on it,
working it, dying on it. That makes ownership,
not a paper with numbers on it.”

How do you react to the police officers, the
middle-class Californians, and the condition of the
Joad family when Ma says, “Why, | feel like people
again” (Steinbeck, 2002, p. 307)? What makes Ma
say this?

World:

“There is not the raw material in the woods, or
beyond, to make all of us rich. And in striving
for it, we will only make ourselves, all of us,
poor” (Barry Lopez, 1992, p. 46).

What is your reaction to this statement? How does
environmental degradation hurt people?

Text and World: Who throughout history and
today are enduring similar circumstances to

the Joad family? What about Mexican migrant
farmworkers—have you ever wondered why they
have left their resource-rich land in Mexico to
come find work in places like California?

Self and World: Do you believe that the industry
and commerce have tried to standardize and
impose one way of farming across different
bioregions without any sense of the land and its
needs?

Explain your answer. What are the advantages
and disadvantages of industrial farming? How has
your community and your life been affected by
particular farming methods?

Dense Questions: Wallace Stegner (2002) said,
“Irrigation agribusiness from California and
Arizona to Idaho has created a whole permanent
underclass of the migrant and dispossessed,
totally placeless people who will never have a
chance to settle down anywhere, who will know
a place briefly during the potato or cantaloupe
or grape harvest, and then move on” (p. 203). Is
there a better solution to agribusiness? Do you
believe it is important to lay roots in a place and
to get to know it, to care about it and make it
your own? What might Steinbeck say about these
issues? How would your answer to this question
compare or contrast to Steinbeck’s?
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