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Suggested Activities to Complete Before Your Visit 
 
 
Activities with a Focus on the Arts 
Picturing the Past 
Empire State Building Biographies 
Across It All 
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Picture the Past 
 
The purpose of this activity is to help students understand how their community faired during the 
Great Depression and to connect its plight with that of the rest of the country. It also focuses on 
photography as a way of documenting history. It emphasizes research skills, temporal sequencing 
and summarizing information.  

  
Activity 
Prepare your students to curate an exhibit of photographs that present their community/ 
neighborhood as it was during the Great Depression. Invite a curator from a local museum to help 
with the exhibit. Ask for his/her assistance with such things as deciding on the story you want to 
tell through your exhibit, stating the criteria for the photographs that will be included in the exhibit, 
evaluating and interpreting the photographs under consideration, understanding how to display 
the photographs so they can best be enjoyed by all ages, protecting the photographs while they 
are on display, etc.  
 
Your local historical society might be a good source for expert advice. 
  
Have you students select and invite the expert to help with the project. 
 
Help students brainstorm possible sources for photographs of your community during the Great 
Depression. Suggested sources are: 
   
  Local historical society 
  National Archives 
  Local newspapers 
  Registrar of deeds 
  Local developers 
  Local religious congregations 
  Local Social Services organizations (government and non-government) 
  Local service clubs (i.e. Women’s Auxillary) 
  Local camera clubs 
  Etc.  
  
Arrange students into teams and assign several possible sources of photographs for each team to 
investigate. When photographs have been located and are considered for the exhibit, have the 
team that located them lead the discussion, pro or con, for their inclusion in the exhibit. 
 
Create a storyboard for the way the exhibit will look. Then hang/display the photographs according 
to the storyboards. 
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Have an opening for your exhibit. At the opening have students present general  remarks 
about the exhibit and about any of the photographs that are of  particular interest to them. 
 
   
Materials Needed: 
 Photographs of your community during the Great Depression 
 An expert to help you curate the show 
 Space to display the photographs 
 A method of displaying the photographs 
 Space to hold an opening for the exhibit 
 Invitations for the opening 
 Food for the opening 
 Post exhibit storage for the photographs 
  

 
Good Websites About the Great Depressions: 

 
1. http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/dustbowl/safd --- This site has good information about 

the Dust Bowl, the Great Depression and the New Deal. 
2. http://www.nara.gov/exhall/newdeal/newdeal.html.) --- A good site for photographs of 

the Great Depression. 
3. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/wpaintro/wpahome.html --- This is a site created by the 

Library of Congress. It contains personal histories taken from 1936 to 1940 as part of 
the Federal Writers’ Project. 

4. http://history1900s.about.com/library/photos/blyindexdepression.htm --- This site has 
good photographs of the Great Depression. 

5. http://www.pbs.org/jazz/time/time_depression.htm --- This is part of the PBS site. It 
presents content and audio excerpts from Ken Burns’ film Jazz: A History of America's 
Music. 

6. http://mtungsten.freeservers.com/ --- This site presents the African-American 
perspective on the Great Depression. 

7. http://newdeal.feri.org/magpie/ --- This site describes life in New York City for 
teenagers during the Great Depression. 

 



 

Empire State Building ● 350 Fifth Avenue ● New York ● NY ● 10118 
TEL: 212/279-9777 or 888/SKYRIDE ● FAX 212/299-4932 

Myron D. Baer, Director of Business Development, mbaer@skylinenyc.com 
Direct 212/299-4901 

Page -36- 

 
 

Empire State Building Biographies 
 
The purpose of this activity is to introduce students to some of the men who were responsible for 
the planning and construction of this famous skyscraper. By studying their contributions students will 
gain an understanding of and appreciation for the role that careful planning and organization play in 
the creation of the built environment.  

  
The activity also attempts to broaden the students’ information about the time period. It adds music 
to the mix and asks students to associate this music with the events of the Great Depression and to 
the actual building of the Empire State Building. Students are called on to make associations across 
disciplines to accomplish this task. 

 
Activity   
The building of the Empire State Building was an incredible feat!  Here are some of the people who 
were involved in its creation. Each contributed a great deal of skill, knowledge and hard work: 

Al Smith --- Official Boss 
John Jacob Raskob --- Raised the money 
William Lamb --- Designing Architect 
Rambush  Studios --- Responsible for the interior design 
Bassett Jones --- Mechanical Engineer 
Starrett Brothers & Eken --- Headed construction 
John Bowser --- Job Superintendent 
Elisha Otis --- Invented the elevator 
Henry Bessimer --- First created steel 
Nick Acson --- Marble cutter 
H.G. Balcom & Associates --- Structural Engineers 

 
Have each of your students extensively research one of these men and present a report to the class 
describing how he was involved with the building of the Empire State Building. The report should 
be presented in the first person. The student should become the character researched.  

 
After presenting the report, have each student sum up his/her report by choosing three (3) succinct 
words to describe the person he/she researched/portrayed.  

 
After hearing all the reports have students discuss the value of each person to the building of the 
Empire State Building and whether any person’s job could have been eliminated from the process. 
Why or why not?  If a student feels a person could have been eliminated, find out why the student 
chose this position for elimination? 
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Present students with music from the1930’s. Have them listen and think about how this music 
relates to the building of the Empire State Building: 
   
  Can you feel the building going-up in the music?  
  Can you feel/hear the air on the steel beams high up on the 86th floor?  
  Does the music give you a picture of the construction workers?   
  Do you hear happiness or sadness in the music? 
  Do you feel hope or despair in the music? 
  What about the rhythm? 
  Think of ways that an orchestra is like the building of the Empire State  
   
 
Here are some of the composers and their music that might be fun to explore for this task: 
  Duke Ellington --- It Don't Mean a Thing (if it Ain't Got That Swing) 
  Woody Guthrie --- I Ain’t Got No Home 
  Cole Porter  --- Anything Goes, Begin the Beguine 
  George and Ira Gershwin – 
  Ethel Waters --- Stormy Weather 
  Bing Crosby --- Brother Can You Spare A Dime 
  Irving Berlin 
  The Mills Brothers --- Tiger Rag 
  Bernnie Meroff & his Orchestra --- Happy Days Are Here Again 
  Johnny Mercer 
  Richard Rodgers 
  Cab Calloway & His Orchestra --- Minnie the Moocher 
   
  Big Band Leaders  
  Benny Goodman 
  Duke Ellington 
  Glenn Miller --- Moonlight Serenade 
  Tommy Dorsey 
  Artie Shaw 
    
  
Materials Needed 
Music from the1930’s 
Access to the Internet or other research tools  
Photographs of the construction of the Empire State Building 
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Good Web Links for Photographs of the Construction of the Empire State Building: 
 
1.  http://www.greatbuildings.com/cgi-

bin/glk?http://www.nypl.org/research/chss/spe/art/photo/hinex/empire/empire.htm 
--- This link takes you to the New York Public Library website. They have some  incredible 
photos of the construction of the Empire State Building 

2. http://www.skyscraper.org/WEB_PROJECTS/VIVA2/viva2_intro.htm --- This is a link to the 
website of the Skyscraper Museum.  

 may use. 
3. http://www.nyc.gov/html/thegates/html/artists.html --- This is a link to a kit for building your own 

Empire State Building and other tall buildings. 
 
 
Websites for Music from the 1920s, 1930s, 1940s: 
 
1. http://www.fortunecity.com/tinpan/parton/2/depress.html --- This site has a list of lots of great 

songs from the Great Depression era.  
2. http://www.dismuke.org/Electric/index.html --- This is a private citizen’s website of vintage 

music. It has information about the music as well as sound clips.  
3. http://www.collateralworks.com/vmp.html --- This site lists songs and musical arrangements 

from the 1920s and 1930s but there is not audio component.  
4. http://www.authentichistory.com/1930s/index.html --- This site has audio clips of music from 

the 1920, 1930s and the 1940s as well as other primary sources from these years. 
5. http://www.pbs.org/jazz/time/time_depression.htm --- This is part of the PBS website. It 

presents content and audio excerpts from Ken Burns’ film Jazz: A History of America's 
Music. 
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Across It All 
 
This activity focuses on bridges, their design, their construction, and their importance to a society. It 
uses the four (4) New York bridges that cross the East River from Manhattan to the outer Boroughs 
as teaching tools. It also uses bridges in the students’ own community as teaching tools.  

 
Activity #1 
Begin by having your students define a bridge. Here is a definition that is commonly used: A 
structure spanning and providing passage over a gap or barrier such as a river or a roadway. (From 
The American Heritage Dictionary) 

 
Have students name ALL the bridges in their community.  Then see if they can  describe each. 
Students that are so inclined should be encouraged to sketch as many of these bridges as they can.  

 
Ask students if they are sure they have ALL the bridges in their community.  What about places 
where water just runs under the road?  Is this a bridge? It fits the definition. Have students go back 
and refine the definition of a bridge. They   may need to add something about size and function.  

 
Below are the 4 basic bridge types. Present students with photographs of each of these types of 
bridges: 

1. Beam 
2. Truss 
3. Arched 
4. Suspension (the term cable-stayed may be used as well) 

 
Have students research and define each type off bridge and then draw it. Display their drawings in 
the classroom. 

 
Once students have a refined definition of a bridge, understand the 4 main types of bridges and 
have a working list of the bridges in their community, have them decide what type of bridge each 
bridge in their community is.   

 
Discuss what each bridge in their community connects and why this connection is important.  

 
Have students research and discuss what was happening in their community at the time each 
bridge was built and then decide if or how these events related to the building of each bridge.  

 
Create a list of other meanings of the word bridge. 
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Make a list of songs with the word bridge in the lyrics.  

 
Create a gallery in the classroom for photographs or drawings of bridges in your  students’ 
community. 
 
 
Activity #2 
Since New York was first settled there have been many men who have offered visions for bridges 
crossing New York’s East River and Hudson River. This activity calls for students to explore some of 
the more interesting visions for these bridges.   

 
Present your students with the names of the following men: 

  
 Colonel John Stevens 
 Thomas Pope 
 Gustav Lindenthal 
 

Have students select one of these men and research his vision for a New York City bridge. After 
completing their research ask students to discuss their visionary with the class and give their 
opinion about his envisioned bridge. 
 
Activity #3 
This activity presents students with the opportunity to learn more about four (4) major  bridges that 
connect Manhattan with the Boroughs across the East River.  
 
Present your students with several photographs of these 4 major New York bridges that cross the 
East River: 

  The Brooklyn Bridge 
  The Manhattan Bridge 
  The Queensboro Bridge 
  The Williamsburg Bridge 
 

Have students research each bridge and decide what type of bridge each is and why this type of 
bridge was selected. Then they should compare each of these New York bridges to the bridges in 
their own community. 
 
Make sure you have photographs of each of these New York bridges for your students’ use.  
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Have students select one of the New York bridges. Their task is to redesign one of these bridges 
using Photoshop or a similar computer program. They should create this new design by 
incorporating parts of the other 3 types of bridges into the photograph of the New York bridge they 
selected for redesign.   
 
After students have completed their redesign have them describe why their newly designed bridge 
is better or worse than the original bridge. They should focus on its function, its construction and its 
aesthetics.  

 
 

Activity #4  
After students have completed their research for Activity #1, Activity #2 and Activity #3 write the 
following words on the board in a scrambled fashion. Have students sort out the items listed that go 
together and then explain their pairings: 
 
(An item may have more than one pairing) 

 
59th Street Bridge   Brooklyn Bridge   The Eiffel Tower 
Suspension bridge  Sandhogs   Queensboro Bridge 
Mr. Roebling  Largest East River bridge Manhattan Bridge 
Youngest East River bridge Williamsburg Bridge   Cantilevered Bridge 
 

Discuss the parings students made. 
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Material Needed 
Map of your local community that includes bridges 
Photographs of the 4 main types of bridges 
Photographs of the Brooklyn Bridge, the Williamsburg Bridge, the Queensboro 
  Bridge and the Manhattan Bridge in New York City 
Access to the Internet or other research tools 
Photoshop 
Space in the classroom for a gallery of photographs 
The City That Never Was by Rebecca Read Shannon 
 
 
 
Good Websites About Bridges 
1. http://www.brantacan.co.uk/advancedbridges.htm --- This site has everything you would ever 

want to know about bridge design and how the different designs work.  
2. http://pghbridges.com/basics.htm --- This site has information about different types of bridges 

and how they are constructed. 
3. http://www.faculty.fairfield.edu/jmac/rs/bridges.htm --- This site focuses on the geometry of 

bridges. 
4. http://bridgepros.com/ --- Everything about the history of bridges. This is sort of a messy site 

but we do like their Bridge Quiz section and their section on Bridge Projects. 
5. http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/bridge/ --- This is site of a very good video on bridges and 

bridge building! 
6. http://www.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/bridges/bridges.shtml --- Great site about New York City 

bridges. 
7. http://www.newyorkled.com/photobridges01.htm --- Nice photos of New York City bridges. 
8. http://www.nyc.gov/html/nyc100/html/classroom/photos/index.html --- Great photos of New 

York bridges! 
 
 
Books  
Shannon, Rebecca Read The City That Never Was (New York, Penguin Group, Viking Press, 1988) 




