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Analyzing Competing Narratives (one visual, one textual)
For AP English Language and Composition

Overview:  The construction of the Glen Canyon Dam (1956-63) and the Grand Coulee Dam (1933-42) offer opportunities to explore competing narratives with regard to their impacts on the local environments, economies, and life ways.  The first lesson plan suggests a method for organizing analysis and discussion of imagery associated with the construction of the Glen Canyon Dam along with suggestions of images that could be paired for Grand Coulee Dam.  The second lesson plan is a straightforward practice exercise for the AP Language and Composition exam free response (essay) that requires students to analyze an argument for its rhetorical techniques.  

Lesson Plan #1: 

OPTIC is a tool for analyzing an image as a rhetorical situation. I model it early in my course and it becomes the default tool for students to use when they approach a “visual argument.” The directions below direct students to use it for organizing a written response, but we use it even more often to organize whole-class discussion.

Learning to Look: Using OPTIC for Analyzing Norman Rockwell’s “Glen Canyon Dam” (1969)

Overview:  Write a complete sentence that describes the image in terms of what is happening.  The description should be objective and detailed enough that a person who isn’t looking at the visual has a general idea of its content.

Parts: Break the picture down into sections and write down the details.  Note colors, arrangement, size, orientation, tone or mood, movement, lighting, or anything else you notice.

Title/Text: Note the title of the piece, the author, and any text contained within the image. What does the title suggest about the picture? How do any textual elements add to (or detract from) your understanding of the image? How does the year the piece either represents or was created affect your understanding?

Interrelationships/Images: What are the relationships within the picture? How do objects, people, shapes, color, etc. relate to one another? What message(s) are suggested? If one relationship seems to dominate, why does it? If not, what do multiple relationships suggest?

Conclusion: Draw a conclusion about the argument the artist is attempting to convey to viewers. What meaning or message emerges?

“Norman Rockwell was one of several artists commissioned by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation in 1969 to depict water resource development sites in the American West. His Glen Canyon Dam features three Navajos overlooking the 710 foot dam in Arizona.” ~ http://damoverlook.com/normal-rockwell-painting/

Note to my NEH colleagues:  any of the images we looked at this week would lend themselves well to OPTIC analysis; certainly images of FDR dedicating the dam and Truman at its opening paired with photos of indigenous peoples at the dam or on the Columbia, such as the 1940 Ceremony of Tears could use OPTIC to consider competing narratives in purely visual form. Depending on where in the US you teach, you will need to adjust how much context you provide.




Lesson Plan #2

AP Language and Literature Exam free response practice: rhetorical analysis

Prompt: 
On May 11, 1950, U.S. President Harry Truman delivered a speech at the dedication of the Grand Coulee Dam in eastern Washington.  Read the speech carefully. Then, in a well-developed essay, analyze the rhetorical strategies that Truman uses to convey his message about the construction of the dam. Support your analysis with specific references to the text. 

President Truman's Address at the Dedication of the Grand Coulee Dam

Note to my NEH colleagues: I will excerpt Truman’s speech for use in my AP class; it is a bit lengthy for 40-minute timed write practice.  Other pieces from our reading that I will be looking to excerpt are the Lilienthal chapters from Democracy on the March and Roosevelt’s “Address to the Third World Power Conference.”





































