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Unit Description and Overview

The main objective of this unit is to explore the elements of social justice, political awareness, and consumer advocacy found in literature, as illustrated by muckrakers and whistleblowers. Although the term may sound demeaning, a muckraker is defined as a writer who investigates and exposes societal issues – issues that are inherent to a cultural studies curriculum. These issues may include: poverty, war, immigration, corporate greed, racial and gender inequality, and the environment. Thankfully, many of these writers (and their selected works) remain in the literary canon as exemplary pieces of literature, thereby remaining relevant to today’s students as they are frequently referred to already in the secondary classroom. 

One such novel is Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle – a classic work published in 1906 that is widely considered the first major work of muckraking. The Jungle is a critical examination of business corruption in the early-20th century, focusing primarily on issues of immigration, harsh poverty, absence of social programs, unpleasant living and working conditions, and hopelessness for the lower class. The novel is probably best remembered for its shocking exposure of the meat packing industry in Chicago. Sinclair’s morbid portraits of female and child labor exploitation, despicable standards for quality, and overt, unabashed corruption gave way to a public uprising against the meat industry that lead to massive drops in meat sales and the eventual creation of the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). 

Over 100 years after the publication of The Jungle, many of these issues remain critical. Not only is “The Jungle” still taught because of its classic status and historical potency, it is taught because these issues are still highly relevant today. Sinclair succeeded as a writer and a societal advocate, continuously raising objections and awareness through his writing. The Jungle is an obvious choice as the primary text in a cultural studies unit based on muckraking in literature.

This unit is designed for 9th and 10th grade students, but it could be easily adapted to fit a curriculum for 11th and 12th graders. The complexity of these issues is not bound to one grade level and older students should be able to cope with more stringent readings and discussion. This unit is designed for a basic 9th or 10th grade Language Arts course. 

I would also include the expose Fast Food Nation: the Dark Side of the All-American Meal by Eric Schlosser as a secondary work. Fast Food Nation is a great contemporary novel in the tradition of The Jungle. Schlosser uses fictional characters and a fictional yet realistic fast food chain to expose the numerous offenses of the fast food industry; including negligent health requirements, child marketing strategies, poor quality standards, easily exploited migrant labor, and corporate sponsorship in schools. This expose will work beside The Jungle as a perfect companion piece because both works earnestly illustrate the issues of their respected time periods and multiple comparisons can be drawn between the two.  Also, Morgan Spurlock’s 2004 documentary Super Size Me would be an excellent film to show alongside Fast Food Nation. The film follows Spurlock’s decision to subsist entirely on McDonalds’ food for a period of 30-days. The film documents the drastic effects, both physically and psychologically, taken on Spurlock’s body, as well as the corporate influence and tactics taken by the fast food industry to deliberately advertise and sell food that is known to be nutritionally harmful. In 2005 the Super Size Me – Educationally Enhanced DVD was released. This edited special edition was designed to be integrated into a high school health curriculum and would work perfectly in this unit plan. 

I would also like to include excerpts from the 1927 novel Oil! by Sinclair, which investigates the practices of oil men in Southern California. The novel, although 80 years old, plays a pivotal role in explaining how greed has drawn our planet into a dangerous climate where a non-reusable resource has become its lifeblood. This book can lead into discussion on how environmental issues are expressed in literature, what the government and other world powers are doing to solve these issues and what we can do to address these issues in our own daily lives. I plan to show clips from Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient Truth and possibly use them with excerpts from the book of the same name. I would also like to show clips of There Will Be Blood –which is a powerful cinematic adaptation of Oil! The film is currently in theatres.  

I will also touch on Unsafe At Any Speed by Ralph Nader, which widened the public’s perception of the Auto industry and revolutionized the safety standards of the automobile (including the mandatory application of seat-belts). Although Nader’s novel falls into the realm of non-fiction and consumer-based literature, his brand of muckraking is important for students to see. Nader paved the way for future muckrakers like Michael Moore and I would like to show one of Moore’s documentary films in its entirety. 

A great film to show in the classroom is Roger & Me which also criticized the auto industry. Roger & Me was released in 1989 and investigated the causes and ramifications of several General Motors auto plant closures in the city of Flint, Michigan; these closures dramatically impacted the city and are largely responsible for its current debilitated status. Like The Jungle, the issues that defined Roger & Me nearly twenty years ago are still making headlines today – the deterioration of the American automotive industry could potentially play a profound role in these students’ day-to-day lives. Another unique view of the cultural problems surrounding the auto industry is Chris Paine’s 2006 documentary “Who Killed the Electric Car?” This film investigates the corporate and political motives that caused General Motors to cease production of its EV1 model car in the mid-1990s. This film provides a great link environmental issues and a few clips from this film could bridge the gap between two important cultural areas and explore how many of our societal problems are interrelated.

I also think it would be beneficial to bring examples of old muckraking into the classroom. These examples include newspaper articles from muckraking newspapers like McClure’s Magazine, as well as several political cartoons. Along with these old examples, I would like to explore examples of new muckraking, such as columns from Hunter S. Thompson and other gonzo journalists, notably Matt Taibbi – a controversial contributing editor for Rolling Stone magazine, known for his scathing political criticisms.    

Finally, technology will play a vital role in this unit. I am a firm believer in the power of blogs in the secondary classroom. Independent blogs allow students to freely express themselves without the pressures of the classroom or direct questions from the teacher (i.e. community blogs). Each student will be required to create a person blog and make at least 3 posts per week. Some of the posts will be assigned directly, for example I could ask the students to blog about the most important aspect of The Jungle in today’s world; while most of the posts will be completely student-generated based on their experiences with the literature and the class discussions. 

Final Project 

The final project of this unit is a multi-genre attempt at muckraking. The majority of the unit grade will be divided amongst discussion participation and blog posting, the grading of the final project will be less stringent. I want this project to be open to interpretation and creativity. Each student will be expected to create a unique example of muckraking, based on one of the issues we have explored in-class. Potential issues include: poverty, environment/global warming, corporations, fast food, automotive industry, political corruption, and war. After choosing their key issue, students will need to research a current event involved within that issue and create a multi-genre project with the nature of muckraking behind it. Multi-genre ideas include:

· Opinion column

· Short story

· Newspaper article 

· Political cartoon

· Documentary film

· Satirical column

· Et cetera, et cetera

The multi-genre project will be worth 50 points; there entire unit will be worth 200 points. 

	Creativity

How creative and original is your final project?
	____/20 points

	Research

How accurate is your information?

How credible is your information?

Did you properly cite your research?
	____/15 points

	Personal Opinions

Does your project reflect your personal opinions? 
	____/10 points

	Mechanics

Is your project free of grammar and punctuation errors? 
	____/5 points

	Total
	____/50 points


Reader Response Lesson Plan

Title 
“Comparing Old and New Muckraking”

Overview 

This lesson plan is designed for 9th and 10th grade students enrolled in a basic Language Arts course. Students will be expected to find an example of either old or new muckraking and present it to the class. Following this presentation, I will direct an open-discussion that will make connections between the issues found in the old examples of muckraking and the issues found in the new examples of muckraking. 

Goals 
Main Objective: Explore the similarities between the societal problems of the early twentieth century with the societal problems of the twenty-first century through literature written by muckrakers.

Materials or Resources Needed 

· Access to the internet

· A copy of the muckraking example

Activities or Procedures 

Prior to this class, I will number the students off into two separate groups – the individuals in group one will use the internet to find an example of old muckraking, while the individuals from group two will use the internet to find an example of new muckraking (this is a homework assignment leading into the lesson day). Students are expected to find a political cartoon, newspaper article, opinion column, etc. that demonstrates muckraking in the given time period.  

This lesson will take place near the end of the unit, so students should have a clear understanding as to what defines old muckraking and new muckraking. To help shift them in the right direction, I will recommend a few web sites that contain solid archival writings. Here is an example of links that will be posted on my blog:

· Rolling Stone magazine archive:

http://rollingstone.com

· The Willa Cather archive: http://cather.unl.edu/writings/shortfiction/index.html
· McClure’s Magazine archive at Project Gutenberg 

http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/13637

When we return to class, I will ask each student to present two things to the class: a brief synopsis of their example and a short excerpt from their example. This presentation should last 20-25 minutes. Following the presentation, I will begin an open-discussion to connect the two eras of muckraking. This discussion should involve the entire class, and I will call on silent students if I have to.

	Muckraking example 

Did you select a muckraking example that satisfies the rules and characteristics of muckraking?
	____/10 points

	Presentation

Did you explain the synopsis of your example?

Did you read a short excerpt to the class?
	_____/15 points

	Discussion participation

Did you participate in the class discussion?
	____/15 points


