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GRAND COOLEY DAM LESSON PLAN
	I am putting together a brief assignment for my US History classes on the Grand Coulee Dam.  Many of my students are very focused on STEM subjects, particularly engineering, and I worry that they need more education in systems thinking and in thinking about change over long periods of time.  After all, the reason most want to go into engineering is often extraordinarily narrow—somebody told them there are a lot of jobs in that field, and they’ll make good money.  The case of the Grand Coulee dam is an opportunity to show how and why large-scale engineering and the application of technology always causes change, but that technological change does not equal unequivocal progress.
	One of the first things I try to impress on my students when we are talking about the emergence of industrialization and the onset of modern society, is that our ability to harness new technologies always outpaces our ability to understand the limitations of those technologies.  There are hundreds of examples in the latter 19th century of this phenomenon tied to industrialization, which is not surprising.  After all, the late 19th century is dominated by a laissez-faire ideology that defined progress in terms of short-term gains.  
	The 1930s offer an interesting counterpoint.  On the one hand, the election of Roosevelt and the coming of the New Deal entrenches progressive commitment to planning.  We become a country that sees national development and progress as happening as part of a national mission.  This national mission was worked out through the work of both experts and a broader democratization of society. This new outlook may have led, in the long-run, to massive national development and the emergence of a large middle-class, but it was often short-sighted and exclusionary of many minority groups. Furthermore, the urgency of the Great Depression didn’t always allow for the most carefully planned programs—exemplified by Harry Hopkins’s famous response to a New Deal critic, “men don’t eat in the long run, they eat every day.”  (It is ironic that in the case of the Native Americans affected by the Grand Coulee Dam, the federal government was ultimately trampling on the lives of people who truly ate in the long run).  
	My assignment will be a lesson in adapting a thesis to new information, using a writing prompt and documents.  The question will be, “In what ways did the Grand Coulee Dam illustrate the values of the New Deal (by this time, students will be familiar with a number of “values” associated with the New Deal, including the expert driven centralized planning (of the PWA) democratized planning (of the WPA), and the broad goal of economic security.  Students will be given one of 3 different documents: Franklin Delano Roosevelt Remarks on the Grand Coulee Dam, Woody Guthrie’s, “Grand Coulee Dam,” Sherman Alexi’s “Goddamn God Dam.”  Students will individually read the documents and use it to help them to answer the question in the equivalent of an introductory paragraph to an essay.  
	Following their individual work, students will be grouped into threes, making sure each group has at least one student who read each document. Students will share their introductory paragraphs with each other and then discuss how they differ. Then they will work on creating a new introductory paragraph that better reflect their new understanding of this aspect of the New Deal.   Hopefully, they will have a paragraph with a new thesis that contain the words, “although,” or “however,” or “in spite of,” or other words that indicate complexity.       
	Depending on how much time I have in class, I can extend this assignment into a short essay, or simple use it to open up discussion about this topic with the class. This can be a pathway to a whole conversation about the limitations of technology that may lead to more complex ways of thinking.  By talking about the trade-offs involved in the creation of the Grand Coulee Dam, we can begin to talk about the trade-offs in new technological developments, and also realize that we often don’t understand, and possibly can’t even anticipate, the trade-offs implicit in all new technology.  
