
 

Dorothea Lange: The Photographer Who Found the Faces of the Depression 

Carole Boston Weatherford 
©2017, Albert Whitman and Co., ISBN978-0-8075-1699-7

Dorothea Lange had a difficult childhood with divorced parents, and childhood polio. 
This may have made her sensitive to the suffering of others, because instead of taking 
photos of the rich and famous, she took photos of people in distress.  Her most 
famous photo captures the entire Depression in a single photo and inspired help for 
the suffering. 

Teaching Ideas 
 
The Author
Carole Boston Weatherford is a prolific author and poet.  Her books include The Library 
Ghost (about a ghost librarian who messes up the books at night while seeking answers to 
reference questions), Dear Mr Rosenwald (about an African-American community working 
hard to qualify for a grant for a new school), and  Freedom on the Menu –The 
Greensborough Sit-Ins (about the lunch hour sit-ins during the civil rights movement in 
the USA). 

Her website at https://cbweatherford.com/about/ contains a set of teaching ideas for many of 
her books although not for this one. 

Other Picture Books About Photography
Below are 3 picture books that are about people who were involved in the history of photography for 
which I have created teaching ideas that can be found at https://dianacruchley.com/ 

Kamishibai Man is set in modern Japan where an old man decides to take his 
kamishibai show back to the big city to create street entertainment as he used to do it 
before TV. We have a feeling he is in for huge disappointment but he finds that parents 
who experienced it as a child are enchanted to see it again, and their children love it as 
well.  He ends by deciding to go again the next day.  I have teaching ideas in my website 
for Kamishibai Man with a little “history” of these people. 

Diana Cruchley is an award-winning educator and author, who has taught at elementary and 
secondary levels.  Her workshop are practical, include detailed handouts, and are always 
enthusiastically received. 

Diana Cruchley©2018  dianacruchley.com. or diana cruchley on Pinterest    

Cruchley’s Collection

http://dianacruchley.com
http://dianacruchley.com
https://cbweatherford.com/about/


Before TV was invented all silent movies had famous “actors” who did the voices of the screen.  They were 
so famous that their names came before the title.  When talking movies and TV eliminated the need for 

them, many became Kamishibai men, telling their stories with cards in “stages” posted on street corners. 

Snowflake Bentley was a farmer who was fascinated with trying to take 
pictures of snowflakes while they still had their 
original shape – and he did hundreds upon 
hundreds of them, showing that the architecture of 
each them was unique. He died from pneumonia 
caught during a snowstorm when he was out taking 
more photos…after his book of photos was finally 
published but before he because really famous. 

It’s a Snap, George Eastman’s First Photographs about the creator of Kodak 

who brought photography to the masses.   

Iconic Photos - An Inquiry
This can be a quick research project focused on the most famous pictures since the invention of 
photography and why they are famous.  Each student, or pair of students, gets one photo. All they have to 
do is put “the story behind…and the name of the picture” into the search engine. They need to find who, 
what, where, when, and why it such a famous photograph.  (A side-bar benefit could be that it providesa 
quick overview of some major moments in 20th Century “history.”) 

Create a powerpoint from my collection of ages at diana cruchley pinterest.  Use those words, in that order, 
to find my pages quickly.  Use it to create a powerpoint.  As their photo comes up, students report on the 
results of their research. You can mark the quality of the research, and also get a quick oral language skill 
mark. (Be sure that you have already taught how to make a presentation as a skill.) Particularly of interest is 
why these photos are considered iconic - what impact they had. 
 Among them are: 

1.  The Horse in Motion 
2.  Lunch Atop a Skyscraper 
3.  Loch Ness Monster 
4.  The Hindenburg Disaster 
5.  Milk Drop Coronet 
6.  Migrant Mother 
7.  Black Power Salute, Olympics 
8.  Wait for Me Daddy 
9.  Winston Churchill Portrait 
10. Jewish Boy Surrenders at Warsaw 
11. Raising the Flag at Iwo Jima 
12. Mushroom Cloud over Nagasaki 
13. V-Day Times Square 

14. Gandhi and the Spinning Wheel 
15. Einstein Tongue Out 
16. White Dress of Marilyn Monroe 
17. Che Guevara 
18. The Burning Monk 
19. Earthrise 
20. Neil Armstrong on the Moon 
21. Afghan Girl 
22.Tank Man Tiananmen Square 
23.Fall of the World Trade Centre 
24.  Star Birth Clouds 



Extreme Writing Topics
Always present three possible topics for extreme writing so that students will have a choice. My 
book, The Power of Extreme Writing, is available from ASCD for a complete explanation of this 
unique approach to journaling.   

1. Write amusing or serious stories of when you made images – movies, photos, drawings, 
paintings, sculpture. 
2. Dorothea Lange got polio as a young girl. Write about any childhood illnesses or injuries you 
have had – flu, chicken pox, broken arm. 
3. Dorothea Lange travelled all over the USA taking photos to show the lives of ordinary 
people.  Write about a trip, or trips, that you have taken. 

Vocabulary From the Depression
Specific words and phrases appeared during the Depression or were more common then.  There are probably 
many more, but some of them are:  skid row, migrant, soup kitchen, dust bowl, foreclosure, relief, hoboes, riding the rails, 
breadlines, shantytowns, crop failure, Bennet buggy, unemployment relief camps. 

It might be useful for students to look at the Canadian experience of the Depression which was the worst of all of 
the developed economies around the world - with a decline of 35% in the GDP (gross domestic product) and 
unemployment of 32%. 

The Vocabulary of “Photo”
This is a great time to show that if you know the meaning of a root word, you can see the connection to 
many other words in that word family.  
Photo is a Latin word meaning light. 

1. Photograph is light writing.  The word 
graph in Greek means writing. 
2. Photosensitive is to be sensitive to 
light. Photographic paper is light 
sensitive.  Some people are very light 
sensitive. 
3. Photographer is a person who writes 
with light (takes photos). 
4. Photoshop means to make changes to 
the original photographic image. 

5. Photon is a particle of light. 
6. Photojournalist tells news through 
photos. 
7. Photo-finish is a close race that can 
only be decided by a picture - usually a 
horse race. 
8. Photosynthesis -means to put together 
something from light.  This is what plants 
do.  

The Childhood Diseases
Dorothea Lange had polio as a child and thereafter suffered from a severe limp. Many childhood diseases 
that could kill or disable children have been eliminated due to vaccinations created since the 1950’s. 

Students should know how “dangerous” the world was before the creation of vaccines and how frightened 
parents were when their children got sick. Explain what a vaccine is to the students.  See my “background” 
notes on these diseases that follows. 

Assign groups to investigate the common childhood diseases (and smallpox itself), and report their results 
to the class.  
1.  Polio 2. Whooping cough 



3. Measles 
4. Mumps 
5. Rubella 
6. Diptheria 

7. Smallpox 
8. Chickenpox 
9. Meningococcal Disease 
10. Smallpox 

Analyzing a Photo
Some of the most famous photographers in the world have been women. Students could take a sample picture 
from one of these women and “analyze” the picture.  Here is one example from one of Lange’s pictures. 

1  Where do you think this picture was taken? 
2.  What is the weather like in this picture? 
3.  Why do you think Lange chose these particular 
children for the picture? (She never did random 
photos. She often started with pictures further away, 
and then got closer and closer for her final photo.) 
4.  Can we tell anything about when this picture was 
taken by the clothes the children are wearing? 
5.  How old are these children? What grade? 
6.  This photo is called “I pledge allegiance” - can you 
tell what these children are doing from the name of 
the photo? 

Give students the words to “I pledge allegiance” and 
see if they can recognize the irony of what is about to 
happen to these little children when war is declared 
on Japan after the bombing of Pearl Harbour.  It’s also 

a good time to talk about the Internment of the Japanese in Canada - why did it happen?  

Dorothea Lange’s Most Famous Photo

Lange’s most famous picture is Migrant Woman.  She took 5 photos of the 
family, but this is the one she chose.  In the others, you can see the faces of 
the woman’s children.   

The woman is Florence Owens Thompson and the year is 1936 in California 
at the height of the Depression. Lange was taking photos for the Farm 
Security Administration.  The family had been living on frozen vegetables 
from the fields and birds the children killed. She had just sold the tires from 
her car to buy food.  She and her children are sitting in a lean-to tent they 
live in.  This photo inspired the Administration to send busloads of food to 
the area to feed the migrant farm workers. 

Talk about what difference it would make if we could see the children’s faces.  
On line you can find some of her other shots of this woman and her family 
that Lange did not use. Do they make you feel differently about her? Why? 



The White Angel Breadline

This is Lange’s first published “street photo” and it made her reputation.  Taken at the height of the 
Depression, this is a picture of men waiting for the White Angel to distribute food. The White Angel was a 
widow named Lois Jordan who set up a soup kitchen during the Great Depression to feed the 
unemployed and destitute.  Relying only on donations, she supplied 
meals to more than 1 million men over a three-year period. 

Ask students to talk about what they see in the photo and why this was 
such a powerful image:   

1.How do we know he is poor?  What age do you think he is?  
What is his mood? Why don’t we see his whole face? 
2.What is he holding between his arms? Why is it empty? What 
difference does it make that it isn’t in his hands because they are 
folded? 
3.What difference does it make that we don’t see the faces of 
anyone else? 
4.Why is it called The White Angel Breadline? 
5.What difference would it make if the second picture, which is a 
picture of the actual breadline was used instead? 

 

Websites for Dorothea Lange

The J. Paul Getty museum has a comprehensive collection of lesson ideas for Dorothea Lange at http://
www.getty.edu/search/museumed/results?qt=dorothea%20lange&md=&pg=1.  There is also a detailed set of 
questions for analyzing any photo, from which you could select the ones that fit your class, and the image, 
the best. 

http://www.getty.edu/search/museumed/results?qt=dorothea%20lange&md=&pg=1
http://www.getty.edu/search/museumed/results?qt=dorothea%20lange&md=&pg=1



