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Till and Toil: A photographic view of Appalachia
 
I.  Introduction 
When you put a camera in the hands of a student and give them a shooting assignment good 
things are bound to happen. But when students are asked to select their subjects from their 
family and community, the likelihood of something great happening is increased. And when 
you multiply those possibilities by the number of students involved with the project, then an 
exhibition is soon to follow. After viewing the The Appalachian photographs of Doris Ulmann, 
students will set out on their own photographic expedition to collect portraits of working people 
in their community. 

II.  Guiding Questions
How can photography reveal culture?
How does the human body respond to age, vocation, and social stresses?
 
III.  Learning Objectives
At the end of this lesson students will be able to:

● identify those characteristics in a given photo that may be culturally informative.
● suggest explanations for differences in their own photos and those of Doris Ulmann. 
● use the work of other artists to inspire or inform their own creations.
● appreciate the value and limitations of documentary photography as historical 

documents.
 
IV.  Background Information for the Teacher
The Appalachian photographs of Doris Ulmann were a result of revived interest in the 
Appalachian arts and crafts that occurred during the 1930s. Allen Eaton used the pictures 
of Ulmann to provide documentation in his Handicrafts of the Southern Highlands. Ulmann’s 
photographs captured the techniques used by the artisans, but they often suggested much 
more. The hands and faces told their own stories, or at least they suggested them. The 
photographs and the negatives have been preserved and archived in several locations, but the 
bulk exists at the University of Oregon (libweb.uoregon.edu/speccoll/photo/ulmann/index.html).
 
V.  Preparation for Teaching the Lesson

● Prepare to view Ulmann collection (libweb.uoregon.edu/speccoll/photo/ulmann/ 
index.html)  with entire class providing bookmarks for later student use.

● Prepare/distribute handout with assignment tasks, assessment rubric, and links to 
Ulmann archives

● Acquire digital cameras for as many students as possible, or allow students to work in 
groups or use phones (students will need to be able to load/share photos in a central 
location determined by the teacher)The easiest and most reliable point of access is 
usually a classroom computer.

● If a “print” of student pictures is desired then printer access will need to be obtained
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VI.  Suggested Activities
 
Activity 1: Viewing Ulmann

● Begin by showing the students selected photographs from the University of Oregon site 
(http://oregondigital.org/digcol/u/ulmann/  and asking them to comment on what they 
see. 

● Ask students what purpose these photos might serve.
● Ask students to either list or share aloud common traits in these pictures.
● Ask students to make statements about the vocations of the subjects or their lifestyle.
● Ask students to review the pictures and notice how the photographer shot the picture in 

order to highlight these traits. What else might be done?
● Provide a short description of the life of Doris Ulmann as related by the web site 

and as suggested in the ‘Background’ section and then ask about whether or not 
Ulmann “cultivated” these pictures from her point-of-view. 

● Provide students with the “Photo Analysis Worksheet” available from http://
www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/photo_analysis_worksheet.pdf

 
 
An optional task list is provided at the end of this document for teachers that choose to let 
students work independently rather than in the whole group on Activity 1.
 
Activity 2: Shooting & Selecting

● Students are assigned a group and a camera (group size determined by cameras 
available)

● Each student is to focus on one adult and also note the vocation of their subject and 
their age. They should also include the date which the photograph was made.

● Students should make a minimum of five make poses of their subject, being sure to 
include subject’s face and hands.

● Each student will select one pose to share with the large group
● Students should either shoot in black and white or apply a filter through a simple editing 

program such as iPhoto for Mac or Microsoft Office Picture manager for PCs.
 
VII.  Assessment

● Students can either print out in black and white, or have their chosen images assigned 
to a central location by the teacher Note: It is important that all students are able to view 
and study one another’s photographs 

● Each student will give an oral account of why they chose the pose, how it best 
represents their subject, and how this may relate to those pictures made by Ulmann.

● Students will view one another’s photographs and apply the following rubric:
 
 
A complete rubric suitable for duplication is available at the end of this document.
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Photographer 
Name

5 Poses? Hands & Face Name Age Date Oral 
Presentation

     

 
 
VIII. Extending the Lesson

● Examine the photo, Migrant Mother, by Dorthea Lange and note the similarities in the 
photographs of Ulmann and the students’ pictures.  <http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/
fsa1998021539/PP/>

○ What are some common themes reflected by both artists?
● In a small or large group, address the question of why some images are more enduring 

than others  
● In Activity 2, students shot a minimum of five poses. Group students into small groups to 

review the other poses that each student shot. Evaluate the poses and determine if the 
group sees a pose that better represents the photographer’s point of view.

● Contrast the images of Ulmann and Lange with those of Shelby Lee Adams available at 
http://shelby-lee-adams.blogspot.com/>.

 
○ Are there images or topics that are culturally disrespectful or out-of-bounds?
○ How do the Adams pictures tell a story that may perpetuate a stereotype?

 
IX. Selected EDSITEment Websites
 

"Doris Ulmann Photographic Collection." UO Libraries Digital Collections. N.p., 04/13/2010.      
 Web. 17 Jul 2011. <http://oregondigital.org/digcol/ulmann/>.
 
"Migrant Mother." Destitute pea pickers in California. Mother of seven children. Age thirty-two. 

Nipomo, California. Web. 17 Jul 2011. <http://www.loc.gov/ pictures/ item/   
fsa1998021539/PP/>.

 
"Photo Analysis Worksheet." Lesson Plans and Teaching Activities Toolbox. National Archives, 

n.d. Web. 27 Jul 2011. <http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/ 
photo_analysis_worksheet.pdf>.
 

"Shelby Lee Adams." N.p., 2010. Web. 19 Jul 2011. <http://shelby-lee-adams.blogspot.com/>.
 
X.  Additional Information

● Grade levels 9-12
● Art and Culture- Visual Arts
● 1-2 periods required for implementation
● Skills Utilized: Analyzing primary sources, interpreting photographic evidence, making 

inferences
● Created by John Parker, Media Coordinator, Andrews High School, 50 HS Drive, 
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Andrews, NC 28901 during the NEH Summer Scholar Program, Appalachia: Power and 
Place, Asheville, NC

 
      Activity 1 Task List and Rubric for Viewing Ulmann 
 

● Visit (libweb.uoregon.edu/speccoll/photo/ulmann/images.html), select “Images Online” 
● Select three pictures from the list and answer the following for each in the table below. 

○ What purpose might  these photos serve?
○ What common traits do you notice?
○ What is revealed about  vocations or lifestyle?
○ Review the photographer’s technique. How are they posed? 

 
STUDENT NAME:

Ulmann Image Photo Purpose Common Traits Vocation/Life Technique

1     

2.     

3     

 
 
Activity 2 Rubric: Shooting & Selecting
 
 

Photographer 
Name

B&W  5 Poses? Hands & Face Name Age Date Oral 
Presentation

     

     

     

     

     

     

 


