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The Boxcar Children

Study Guide
INTRODUCTION
Gertrude Chandler Warner (1890-1979) lived in Putnam, Connecticut, her entire life.  Her childhood home was located across the street from a railroad station.  One of her favorite memories was an abandoned caboose with a stove, table, and dishes inside, which often made her wonder what it would be like to live on a train.  Years later, after Miss Warner had become a first grade teacher, she wanted to write a story for her young students that would be both exciting and easy to read.  Using the image of the train car that had sparked her own childhood imagination, she wrote The Boxcar Children (1942), about four orphaned siblings who set up housekeeping in just such an abandoned train car.  According to the author, the book initially Araised a storm of protest from librarians who thought the children were having too good a time without any parental control.@
  As Miss Warner knew, that was the very reason that children liked the story so much; they admired the self-reliant spirit of the Alden children, who were able to accomplish so much on their own.  Indeed, The Boxcar Children enjoyed so much popularity that Miss Warner went on to write eighteen more books in the series during her lifetime, each story presenting a new mystery for the Alden children to solve.  The series= popularity has endured, with various authors continuing the Boxcar Children tradition; as of this writing, the 80th book was slated for publication in January 2001.

ABOUT THE PLAY

tc \l1 "ABOUT THE PLAY
The setting for our musical adaptation of The Boxcar Children is a small town in America in 1932, at the peak of the Great Depression (1929-approx.1941).  The Depression began after the famous stock market crash of 1929, when about one quarter of American workers became unemployed.  President Herbert Hoover, believing the government should not intervene to aid individual citizens, offered little except his assurance that the crisis would be over in sixty days.  As a result, when the economic slump continued (including the failure of many American banks), the president got the blame -- homeless shanty-towns were even named AHoovervilles@ in his honor.  In contrast to the incumbent, presidential candidate Franklin Delano Roosevelt  promised to boost the economy through government programs which he called the ANew Deal.@  Voters showed their confidence in FDR by electing him their new president, by a landslide, in 1932.  Many of Roosevelt=s programs, such as the WPA (Works Progress Administration), did create jobs for the American people, but times remained hard for years to come.  Ironically, it was the U.S.A.=s venture into World War II in 1941 -- and the resulting need for military supplies B which most helped to revive America=s economy.

The plight of Henry, Jessie, Violet, and Benny Alden mirrors that of many real-life depression era children.  When their parents are tragically killed while riding a train westward to look for work, they find themselves homeless and alone, with only each other to rely on.  Given the opportunity to stay with their wealthy grandfather, whom they=ve never met, they fearfully make the trip to find him.  When they overhear plans to send them to separate boarding schools, this only confirms their worst fears -- that their grandfather is a mean old ogre.  Running away before they even meet him, they live life on the road, like the hoboes which have become a common sight during Ahard times.@  One stormy night, an abandoned train car provides them a nice, dry place to sleep.  Using found Atreasures@ from the junkyard, Jessie, Violet, and Benny all pitch in to turn the Aboxcar@ into a cozy little home while Henry looks for employment.  Meeting a kind doctor who needs help with yard work and odd jobs, Henry does an honest day=s work while keeping his identity to himself (still anxious to evade their grandfather=s search).  Eventually, all four children go to work for Dr. Moore, helping to pick cherries from his orchard.  

Tempted by the possibility of winning a much-needed $25, Henry decides to enter an essay contest; ironically, the theme is AWhat Home Means to Me@.  Winning first prize, he accepts the award from the contest=s benefactor -- who, unbeknownst to him, is his grandfather.  Just when it seems that the children can fend for themselves (now that they=re $25 richer), Violet becomes seriously ill.  Grateful for Dr. Moore=s help, and the support of the man who presided over the contest, the children are relieved when Violet recovers from her fever.  After the crisis is over, the four children realize that they need a permanent home.  They=re surprised when the benevolent gentleman they=ve been talking with offers them a place to stay -- and soon learn that the man is in fact Grandfather Alden!  Impressed by his four young heirs, and admitting his own past mistakes, he assures them that they are welcome to come and live with him, and promises that they will always be together.  All ends happily as Henry, Jessie, Violet, and Benny leave their beloved little boxcar to live in their new home B the Alden mansion.  
BEFORE SEEING THE PERFORMANCE
1.
If time permits, read The Boxcar Children (make sure it=s the first book in the series) by Gertrude Chandler Warner, or the Aeasy reader@ version if applicable.  (Have students ever heard of a boxcar?  If not, explain that a boxcar is a type of train car used to haul supplies, and show the class a photograph if possible.)  What did they like most about the story?  Which of the four Alden children -- Henry, Jessie, Violet, and Benny -- was their favorite character?  Explain that the play you are about to see is a musical adaptation of the book.  Have students watch for differences between the book and the play and follow up with a discussion after the performance.

2.
Introduce the setting of the play -- America in the 1930s.  How was everyday life different at that time compared to modern times?  (Were there televisions, video games, or computers?  How did people dress?  What did cars look like? etc.)  Older Students: Explain what was going in the U.S. circa 1932 B the peak of the Great Depression.  What was happening at the time that caused many families to lose their homes?  How would four children who had lost their parents be able to survive on their own?  (Look for visual clues that are depicted on the backdrop -- part of the scenery B and follow up after the performance with the activity sheet attached.)

3.
What does the word Ahome@ mean B is it just a building, or is there a deeper meaning?  If you suddenly found yourself without a home, how do you think you would feel?  Watch in the play for the ways that the Alden children try to create a Ahome@ for each other even though they don=t have a permanent place to live (and discuss after the show).

AFTER SEEING THE PERFORMANCE
1. If you read the book before seeing the show, compare the original story to the musical version you=ve just seen.  What differences did students notice between the book and the play?  (Examples:  Benny=s dog, Watch, does not appear in the play; the contest was changed from a foot race to an essay about Ahome@.)  Which version did they prefer and why?  Are there some things that can be described in a book that would be hard to depict on stage?  What theatrical elements were used to help to tell the story?  (Example: the way the scenery was changed to show different places, such as the bakery, the boxcar, and the doctor=s house.)

2. What did students learn about the 1930s by watching the play?  (What kinds of clothes were worn, what prices were listed at the bakery, what was painted on the backdrop of the scenery, etc.)  How did the Alden children manage to get by without any help from adults?  Do you think it would be harder or easier for them if they were living in modern times?  Older Students: Compare the problems of homeless people during the Great Depression to those that exist today.  What kinds of programs were set up in the 1930s to help those in need?  Are any of them still in operation today?  What new programs have been developed in recent years?

3. Why were the Alden children reluctant to go live with their grandfather?  Do you think that they would have felt differently if they had known him?  Why do you think the grandfather chose to send the children away to boarding school?  (Do you think he considered the feelings of his grandchildren?)  What made him change his mind at the end of the play?  

4. In the absence of any adult help, Henry is forced to support and look after the other children.  Is it possible for him to handle so much responsibility at such a young age?  When does he finally ask for help?  Why is it so hard for the children to trust adults? (How have they been treated so far?  Examples: their grandfather wants to send them away to separate boarding schools; the bakery owners talk about sending Benny to the Achildren=s home.@)

5. Describe the ways that the Alden children make the best of it.  (Example: they make a game out of finding Atreasures@ in the junkyard.)  How do they work together to help each other?  What were they able to accomplish as a group that would have been hard for each of them to do by themselves?

6. What does it mean to be a family?  Is a family always comprised of two parents and children?  Do you think the four Alden children should be considered a family?  Older Students: How did the Alden children look out for each other after their parents= death?  Why was it so important for them to stay together?

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES
AWhat Home Means to Me.@  Imagine that you are competing in the contest shown in the play and write an essay on the meaning of Ahome.@  How do you think Henry=s essay compared to the other contestants=?  In Henry=s essay, which is heard as a song in the play, he says AHome isn=t only a table or a chair/Home is a place that could be anywhere/When we=re together we are there...@  What does he mean by this?

Dear Grandfather.  Pick one of the Alden children and write a letter from that character to their grandfather.  What would you say to him?  (Do you want to stay with him, or will you explain why you want to live on the road with your brothers and sisters?  Would you tell him about losing your parents?  Would you ask for help?)  Try to Astay in character@ as you write the letter (keeping in mind the age of the character you chose B for example, Benny=s letter would sound different than Violet=s).

RESEARCH TOPICS FOR OLDER GRADES

Sisters and Brothers - by the Books.  Compare the relationship of the four Alden children to sisters and brothers from other books (suggestions: the four sisters in Louisa May Alcott=s Little Women; Peter and Fudge Hatcher from Judy Blume=s Superfudge; Beezus and Ramona from the Ramona series by Beverly Cleary).  How are they similar and/or different?  Which character(s) would you want (or definitely not want!) to have as your brother and/or sister, and why?

Orphans in Fiction.  Read another story in which the main character(s) are orphans (such as Frances Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret Garden, L.M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables, or Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist).  How are the main characters and situations similar to those in The Boxcar Children?  (For instance, many have wealthy relatives waiting to rescue them.)  How are the orphans treated in each story?  Has the way that orphans are looked upon and treated changed since the time these stories take place?

The Folklore of the AHobo.@  What is a hobo?  How have they been characterized as Acarefree vagabonds@ in songs and  stories?  (Example: The typical hobo of the 1930s traveled by Ahopping@ freight cars and riding them to their next unknown destination.)  Were there any families and children who lived a migratory life in the 1930s? What factors would have influenced their lifestyle?  How is the image of the hobo different from that of the Ahomeless person@ today?  

Children of the Great Depression.  Research what it was like to be a child in the U.S. in the 1930s.  Did real-life children have experiences similar to the Aldens=?  How did the high unemployment rate affect families?  Do you know anyone (an older grandparent or friend) who was a child during the Great Depression?  What do they remember most about growing up at that time?  (You can also read first person accounts, such as those recorded in Studs Terkel=s book, Hard Times.)  How did things change when World War II started?

The New Deal and America=s Youth.  Research Franklin Delano Roosevelt=s New Deal programs that benefitted young people (such as the Civilian Conservation Corps and the National Youth Administration).  What did each accomplish?  Which programs and/or agencies were the most effective in aiding children and young adults?  
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Handout (see attached) -- A PICTURE=S WORTH A THOUSAND WORDS
ABelow are some images from the backdrop used in the play, The Boxcar Children.

Explain their significance in relation to the Great Depression.@
Teachers: Students should be given this handout after seeing the play.  Ask them to explain each image=s significance through their research on The Great Depression.  (Can also be done by dividing the class into 5 groups).
ANSWER KEY
1. HERBERT HOOVER (1874-1964) B 31st President (1929-33)
Many blamed President Herbert Hoover for the severity of The Great Depression, which began after the 1929 crash of the stock market.  He believed in Anon-intervention@ policies, and assured the American people that the crisis would be over in sixty days.  As a result, when the economic slump continued (including the failure of many American banks), the president got the blame -- homeless shanty-towns were even named AHoovervilles@ in his honor.  
2. FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT (1882-1945) B 32nd President (1933-45)
In contrast to the incumbent, Herbert Hoover, presidential candidate Franklin Delano Roosevelt  promised to boost the failed economy through government programs which he called the ANew Deal.@  Voters showed their confidence in FDR by electing him their new president, by a landslide, in 1932.  Many of Roosevelt=s programs, such as the WPA (Works Progress Administration), did create jobs for the American people, but times remained hard for years to come. 
3. PROTESTERS
During the Great Depression, unemployed Americans were desperate for assistance, in the form of employment, relief funds,  or food, as illustrated in the slogan on the sign, AWE WANT JOBS OR BREAD.@  (c. 1930, unemployment protest, St. Louis, MO)
4. APPLE SELLING
Many people either lost everything when the stock market crashed, or lost their jobs when their employers were bankrupted.  They were forced to earn money in any way possible, including selling apples on the street.  (c. 1930)
5. SOUP LINE
[image: image5.wmf]During the Great Depression, people waited in line for soup, bread, or other food, which was offered through governmental relief programs.  (c. 1933, South Ferry, New York City, food is being given to recruits for the New Deal program, the Civilian Conservation Corps., or ACCC.@)






FOR MORE INFORMATION
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FOR YOUNGER READERS








Blain, Diane.  The Boxcar Children Cookbook.  Albert Whitman & Co., 1991.  (Ages 9-12; contains recipes described in the series)

Ellsworth, Mary Ellen.  Gertrude Chandler Warner and the Boxcar Children (a biography of the author).  Albert Whitman & Co., 1997.  (Ages 9-12)

Lied, Kate.  Potato: A Tale from the Great Depression.  National Geographic Society, 1997.  (The true story of a family who picked potatoes during the Great Depression, recommended for ages 5-10.)

Meltzer, Milton.  Brother Can You Spare a Dime?  The Great Depression.  Knopf, 1969.  (Young Adult)

Stein, R. Conrad.  The Great Depression.  Children=s Press, 1993 (Young Adult)

Warner, Gertrude Chandler.  The Boxcar Children.  Albert Whitman & Co., 1942.  (Ages 9-12; an Early Reader edition, entitled Meet the Boxcar Children, is also available for ages 4-8).

Wroble, Lisa A.  Kids During the Great Depression.  The Rosen Publishing Group, Inc., 1999.  (Grades 3-5)

FOR OLDER STUDENTS AND TEACHERS
Keylin, Arleen (ed.).  The Depression Years, As Reported by the New York Times.  Arno Press, 1976.

Kingsley, Davis.  Youth in the Depression.  University of Chicago Press, 1935.

Krementz, Jill.  How It Feels When a Parent Dies.  Knopf, 1981.  (First-person accounts from children ages 7-17 of their own loss of a parent.)

Terkel, Studs.  Hard Times: An Oral History of the Great Depression.  Pantheon Books, 1970.

VIDEO
Breadline (1929-1936), from the Public Television station WGBH series People=s Century: The Saga of World War II set.  Available through WGBH Boston at 1-800-949-8670 x498, or through the website http://shop.pbs.org
The Great Depression -- This comprehensive series, originally shown on PBS, covers 1929 through the coming of World War II.  (4-cassettesB32 hours) Available at the website http://shop.pbs.org
ON THE WORLD WIDE WEB
If you have access to the World Wide Web (a/k/a the Internet), you can find a lot of information on the Great Depression; here are a few websites to get you started.

Breadline - Teacher=s Guide -- in conjunction with the series mentioned above (see VIDEO).  Unit Themes and Topics: economics, the Great Depression, ideology and social movements, the New Deal, the role of government.http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/peoplescentury/teachers/tgbread.html
Dear Mrs. Roosevelt B Robert Cohen of the University of Georgia developed this fascinating site which focuses on the Great Depression=s effect on children.  The site includes actual letters from children to First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, accompanied by essays, lesson plans, and a bibliography.  http://newdeal.feri.org/eleanor/ 
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We=d love to hear from you!  Please let us know what you thought of THE BOXCAR CHILDREN.  How did the performance fit into your curriculum?  Were your students familiar with the books before seeing the show?  Did your class do any of the suggested activities?  Send your comments and suggestions to:
Theatreworks/USA, c/o Gail Marino, Director of Outreach, 151 West 26th St., NY NY 10001

e-mail: gmarino@theatreworksusa.org
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Theatreworks/USA presents  The Boxcar Children- HANDOUT
A PICTURE=S WORTH A THOUSAND WORDS
Below are some images from the backdrop used in the play, The Boxcar Children.

Explain their significance in relation to the Great Depression.
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� Ellsworth, Mary Ellen.  Gertrude Chandler Warner and the Boxcar Children.  Albert Whitman & Co., 1997.


� According to the publisher, Albert Whitman & Company.





