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The Furniture of Home is a world-premiere play by Alabama playwright Elizabeth Gregory Wilder about the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in one little town on Alabama’s coast. Two of its characters are teenagers – 15-year-old Kendall, who is being raised by her widowed grandmother, and 19-year-old Boone, a Vietnamese-American who lost his fisherman father in the storm. This guide offers ideas about ways to incorporate the play’s themes into a variety of courses.

Curriculum Connection

HISTORY/SOCIAL STUDIES

Alabama’s Asians 


One of the characters in the play, Boone, is the grandson of Vietnamese immigrants. His grandfather and father both worked as shrimpers in Bayou La Batre. In fact, about one-third of that town’s residents are of Asian descent, and most have connections to the fishing industry. 


How did they come to be there? The answer makes for an excellent class project. Divide the students into groups, and have each group research a particular aspect of the history. Those topics might include:

1. The fall of Saigon

2. Civil war and the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia

3. The experiences of the “boat people” of the 70s and 80s

4. Immigration policies, then and now

5. The ways in which churches and non-profits brought immigrants into communities

If your school is in an area with a significant Asian population, it may be possible to find someone who escaped Vietnam, Cambodia or Laos by boat to come and speak to your class. Or you may find someone in the community who worked on the humanitarian efforts surrounding the boat people during that time.

Whose Problem Is It, Anyway?
In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the Federal Emergency Management Agency took a lot of criticism for the way it delivered disaster relief. What is FEMA? What is it supposed to do? When did the U.S. decide that the federal government bore some responsibility for individual communities’ disasters? (FEMA’s Web site, www.fema.gov, has a really good section on this, tracing the history of disaster legislation back to 1803 and a fire in New Hampshire.) 

1. Have your students research federal aid for natural disasters. How much taxpayer money goes to this every year? Who decides who gets it? What does it mean financially when the President declares a place a “national disaster area”?

2. Ask students to come up with their own disaster relief policy. How would they decide how much money should go to whom? And how would they punish abusers of the system? Have them write a persuasive paper outlining their ideas and the reasons behind them.
Debating Development

Dottie’s friend, Butch, returns to his hometown with plans to buy up waterfront property on which individual homes sat before the storm and build high-rise luxury condominiums. He says it will bring jobs and money to the area; Dottie says people like her won’t be able to afford them or even pay property taxes somewhere else in town after the condos are built. This is a real debate in Bayou La Batre and in many other parts of the country. Gentrification has its pluses, but one definite minus is that people who’ve lived in neighborhoods for years can no longer afford to stay there.

Have your students do a little research on the issues surrounding gentrification and then hold a class debate on the issue. Does the good outweigh the bad? Aren’t nice lofts better than crime-ridden projects? Or are we inadvertently creating a society in which only the rich have access to the best parts of a city?

SCIENCE

Holy Hurricanes!
Have students investigate the science behind hurricanes. What weather conditions have to be present for them to form? What makes one stronger than another? Why is there a hurricane “season,” and do hurricanes ever form outside of those seasons? What’s the difference between tropical disturbances, depressions and storms? How many hurricanes form each year? What conditions do forecasters use to predict how many storms will form in a particular season? (Note: weather.com’s “storm encyclopedia” is a good starting point for this research.)

Is it getting hot in here?

There is a school of thought that says global warming is behind an increase in the number and intensity of storms in the North Atlantic. Ask students to research global warming. Have them compile a list of evidence for and against its existence. If it is a real phenomenon, what could be causing it and what damage might it do if left unchecked?

Rain and wind and mold, oh my!

Danger doesn’t always pass with the storm. In the play, Dottie and Kendall keep a can of Lysol at hand to kill the germs on what was once storm-soaked furniture. Victims of Hurricane Katrina in many cases returned to what was left of their homes to find them covered in mold. What is mold? What sort of conditions does it prefer?  Is all mold dangerous, or only some? What kind of health problems can it cause? Why? 

Have students grow some mold of their own, and then test various methods of killing it to determine which works best.

ENGLISH/LITERATURE

The Furniture of Home

The play’s title comes from a line from a poem called “September 1, 1939,” by W.H. Auden. That date was the day World War II began in Europe. The poem, which contemplates the horror of world war, got a lot of attention after the Twin Towers fell on Sept. 11, 2001 because it seemed to fit that tragedy, too, especially in its references to “blind skyscrapers.” (You can find a complete version of the poem in the accompanying ASF study guide for this play.)

The line that inspired this play, though, was this: 

Faces along the bar
Cling to their average day:
The lights must never go out,
The music must always play,
All the conventions conspire
To make this fort assume
The furniture of home;
Lest we should see where we are, 
Lost in a haunted wood,
Children afraid of the night
Who have never been happy or good.


1. Have students to write an essay about what that stanza (or the whole poem) means.

2. Ask students to think about what constitutes their own “furniture of home.” By this we mean not literal pieces of furniture, but those special items or people who make a house feel like a home. Have them write about them in an essay, or in poetry form.

MATHEMATICS

How Much for a House?

Hurricane Katrina destroyed about half of all homes in Bayou La Batre. Like Dottie in the play, most people wanted to rebuild on their old spot. But home-building isn’t cheap. Selling the land and using that money as a down payment something else may turn out to be her best bet.

 
Use real-life home costs to create math word problems. These might involve loans or mortgages and how much it costs to repay them over varying lengths of time and varying interest rates. They might also include problems related to building materials. For example, “Dottie wants to build a 1,500-square-foot house. Developers estimate that each square foot requires 48 pounds of concrete. How many pounds will Dottie need? If each pound costs 5 cents, how much will she spend on concrete?”
FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCE

Shrimp gumbo, shrimp creole, shrimp kebobs …

Though the play never mentions the town by name, it is set in Bayou La Batre, which just happens to be the hometown of Bubba in Forrest Gump. Remember Bubba, the soldier who dreamed of going into the shrimping business when he returned home? Shrimping has historically been one of the biggest industries in Bayou La Batre.

Ask students to bring in their favorite shrimp recipe, or if they don’t have one, to find one that sounds good to them. Then have the students read through them and vote on the one the class will make together. They can then compile all the recipes into a booklet to give to a family member or friend.

VISUAL ARTS

Photo Project

In the play, 15-year-old Kendall collects half-ruined photos of strangers that she finds all over town: “These pictures mean something to somebody,” she says. Her character’s interest in photos was inspired by the real-life students of Alba Middle School, who took photos of their neighborhoods and families in the months following the storm. These were eventually compiled in the book, Eyes of the Storm: A Community Survives after Katrina. 

Have students create their own photo essays. This can be done in a number of ways, depending on their interests, skills and resources. If they have access to cameras, they can create one entirely from scratch. If not, they can put together one using old family photos. If that’s not an option either, they can compile one from photos in newspapers that speak to them in some way.
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