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Teaching American history from primary sources can be challenging. Students
»ften view historical documents with fear and rarely get excited over the prospect of
lelving into the historical record. Imagine the look on the faces of your students if you
vere to tell them one of the sources you will be using to study American history is the
['V show “The Simpsons.” Once students view this assignment as fun or different, you
1ave the chance to teach them something, without them even realizing it. During the
ong running sitcom’s eighth season, an episode entitled “Homer vs. the 18%
Amendment” aired. Thisepisode contains numerous historical representations fromthe
>rohibition era of American history. “Homer vs. the 18® Amendment” is not perfect:
nany historical inaccuracies exist, but it is still good fun with a solid academic payout.
students engage in many higher-order thinking skills through this activity despite the
act that it is “on their level.” As a teacher, you have the opportunity to create a high-
nterest lesson that is not only fun but also possesses a high degree of academic worth.
[his lesson has been especially effective for me to get reluctant learners to become
nore engaged in the study of history.

First, let’s consider the necessary background knowledge that students will need
o manage this assignment. Instructors should cover the 1920s in the manner they
1sually do. A great way to begin the process would be to ask students to research an
:lement or aspect of the time period. Special consideration should be given to (but not
estricted to) the following items: 18® Amendment, Eliot Ness, Flappers, W.T.C.U.,
ashion of the 1920s, Speakeasy, Art of the 1920s, Culture of the 1920s, and “Bathtub
3in.” An obvious place to start would be the Women’s Christian Temperance Union
ind the 18™ Amendment to the Constitution. Having an understanding of the types of
yeople leading the prohibition movement will be useful in understanding the examples
iresented on the show. Excerpts from some 1920s novels will give students a feel for
he era. Women’s fashions, particularly those of the flapper, need to be studied before
vatching “Homer vs. the 18®™ Amendment.” If students can readily pick out 1920s era
nodes of dress, they will notice immediately something unusual in this particular
yimpsons episode. Many familiar characters are dressed in a manner befitting the
920s theme. Knowledge of jazz and the new consumer culture also will help the
tudents pick out some of the more subtle examples. In order to encourage more
liscussion about these topics, students should complete their background research
hrough a presentation of some sort. This can have benefit if you have students who are
isually unwilling to share their knowledge. Once students have learned about some of
he selected 1920s topics, they are ready to apply their knowledge to “Homer vs. the
8" Amendment.”
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In the “Homer vs. the 18™ Amendment” assignment, students must apply the
yrmation they have learned about the 1920s and analyze the images they have seen.
;e they have the necessary background knowledge, they appreciate the TV episode
a different level. Some students pointed out that before studying the 1920s they
er understood this particular episode of “The Simpsons.” Several students stated
: the project caused them to read and study more of the relevant historical
yrmation in order to craft a better paper. One student summed up this view, stating
:“I'had to get information and make the connections myself, [because] they were not
-textbook or online.” These connections, making history relevant to students, are
it teaching history should be about, not simply memorization of facts.

Forcing students to apply the historical knowledge they have learned is also
sing them to think like an historian, which is no small feat. Students must think
ically about the content and the show rather than simply memorizing facts and
illing them for a test. The discussions that can occur in your class following the
sode will cover both content and interpretation of the historical record. Your
lents might take these ideas even further and surprise you with the content of their
ers, citing examples or making historical inferences that even you might have
sed. For both students and teachers, setting clear expectations and providing
structive feedback allow the process of learning to continue long after the
goment is completed.



