Using Literary Heroines to Teach Economics

Character Traits and Economic Scenarios 

Introduction: Elizabeth Bennet (Regency Era 1811-1820), Jane Eyre, (Victorian Era 1837-1901), and Scarlett O’Hara (Civil War & Reconstruction 1860s-1870s) are strong female characters in iconic pieces of literature. Each had to overcome the financial insecurities imposed on them by society because of their gender. 
Time Required: 20-25 Minutes

Suggested Grade Levels:   9-12

Objectives: 
· The student will rank a fictional character’s personality traits appropriate to various situations from most advantageous to least advantageous. 
· The student will display knowledge of a specific time period as it relates to a fictional character by discussing the merits of some character traits and financial problem solving.
· The student will use economic terms to discuss the challenges faced by women in the 19th century.

Materials:
· Visual- The 19th Century Woman 

· Character trait cards printed on cardstock
National Standards

Standard 1:  Scarcity
Productive resources are limited.  Therefore, people cannot have all the goods and services they want; as a result they must choose some things and give up others.

Virginia Standards of Learning- Social Studies

3.9
 The student will identify examples of making an economic choice and will explain the idea of opportunity cost (what is given up when making a choice).                                                                 

CE.11(a)The student will demonstrate knowledge of how economic decisions are made in the   marketplace by applying the concepts of scarcity, resources, choice, opportunity cost, price, incentives, supply and demand, production, and consumption.

Economic Concepts
· Choice - takes place whenever someone makes a personal decision to use limited resources. 
· Opportunity cost – that which is given up when a choice is made.  When deciding how to spend a resource it is one’s second best alternative; the alternative given up. 
· Scarcity – the condition of limited resources.  Because resources are limited, people must make choices. 
Procedure:

1. Introduce the lesson by explaining to the students that they will be ranking personality traits (which can also be referred to as “behaviors”) based on a fictional character.  Tell them that it is not necessary to have read the books to participate in the activity.

2. Explain that in the past women lived in very restricted circumstances. If time allows, display the visual and discuss its contents with the students. 
3. Distribute the character trait cards to eight students.  Explain that the fictional characters in the featured books all possess these character traits to some degree. 
4. Instruct the students with the cards to line up in front of the room with their cards facing the class.  Read one of the provided scenarios and instruct the students holding to cards to arrange themselves in a ranking order right-to-left, with the character trait that would be the most beneficial in this circumstance on the right. 
5. Ask the class if they agree with this ranking and encourage discussion.

6. Read another scenario and allow the students with the cards to rearrange themselves accordingly. Discuss why different character traits are necessary for different situations. 

7. Ask the students if these character traits might be employed by women looking to secure their financial security in the 21st Century. 

8. Challenge the students to write a financial dilemma scenario of their own using economic terms such as “scarcity,” “choice,” and “opportunity cost.”
The 19th Century Woman

(It was a man’s world)
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“Upper Class”
· Many obligations and few choices

· Taught to be obedient and loyal to fathers and husbands

· Tutored in reading, math, music, and art at home (could not go to college) 

· Little security in terms of financial stability

· Land, titles, and money inherited by closest male relative

· Small amount of money set aside for marriage dowry upon death of father

· Mothers and daughters could be left in poverty 

· If left with no resources, could become a governess or lady’s companion 
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“Working Class”

· Many obligations and few choices

· If married, expected to be mother, housekeeper, and worker 

· If not married, could be a domestic servant, shop keeper, seamstress, or  laundress 
· May be taught to read at home 
 





Scenario Cards
Possible Financial Dilemmas: 

	This young woman has no male relatives. She has inherited the family estate which is in need of costly repairs. She would like to borrow money from a wealthy male friend. 


	Well-educated, but lacking a supportive family, this young woman needs to find a way to support herself. She is interviewing for the position of governess for the ward of a wealthy gentleman. 


	This daughter of a gentleman will receive an inheritance of 40 pounds a year upon the death of her father. (Roughly $3,200 in current US dollars) This will be her only income unless she finds a wealthy husband. She is going to a social event where there will be many eligible bachelors. 

	Create your own financial dilemma scenario: 



Character Trait Cards:
	Confident 

	Enterprising 

	Honest

	Intelligent

	Loyal

	Practical

	Resourceful

	Ambitious 

	Virtuous
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