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ABOUT THE BOOK 
 
Home Front Girl: A Diary of Love, Literature, and Growing Up in Wartime America 
By Joan Wehlen Morrison, Edited by Susan Signe Morrison 
Lexile Measure: 840L 
Age: 12 and up 
Genre: Juvenile Nonfiction, Biography, History–US, History–World War II, History–20th Century,  
Subjects: Childhood and youth, Social life and customs, 20th century, Primary documents, World War, 1939–1945, 
History 

 
 
 

BOOK SUMMARY 
 

Wednesday, December 10, 1941 
“Hitler speaks to Reichstag tomorrow. We just heard the first casualty lists over the 
radio. Lots of boys from Michigan and Illinois. Oh my God! Life goes on though. We 
read our books in the library and eat lunch, bridge, etc. Phy Sci and Calculus. Darn 
Descartes. Reading Walt Whitman now.” 
 
This diary of a smart, astute, and funny teenager provides a fascinating record of 
what an everyday American girl thought and felt during the Depression and the 
lead-up to World War II. Young Chicagoan Joan Wehlen describes her daily life 
growing up in the city and ruminates about the impending war, daily headlines, 
and major touchstones of the era—FDR’s radio addresses; the Lindbergh 
kidnapping; Goodbye, Mr. Chips and Citizen Kane; Churchill and Hitler; war work 
and Red Cross meetings. Joan’s original hand-drawn doodles of her latest dress 
or haircut infuse the pages with whimsy and period flavor. 
 

Home Front Girl is not only an entertaining and delightful read but also an important primary source on the late 
1930s and early 1940s—a vivid account of a real American girl’s lived experiences. 
 
Learn more at www.homefrontgirldiary.com. 
 
 

REVIEWS of HOME FRONT GIRL 
 
“[R]eaders will likely be surprised by just how much like them Joan is, in spite of her having written her work 
75 years ago. A fine, insightful and sometimes moving journal composed by a wholly likable young woman—
better than fiction.” —Kirkus Reviews 
 
“A good primary source to complement an American history textbook; it might also be enjoyed by readers 
who like historical diaries of real people.” —School Library Journal 
 
“If you have ever questioned how the American people stood by while Europe was torn apart, this book will 
answer some of those questions. . . . The diary provides a window into the 1940s, a time so different than 
today, technologically, but strikingly similar as well. . . . The diary could be used to encourage students to write 
their own memoirs or as a conversation starter for intergenerational programs. . . . The book is an excellent 
addition to an American history course to understand what the average citizen was experiencing while war 
unfolded.” —YOYA (Voice of Youth Advocates) 
 
“This would make an interesting companion to Anne Frank’s diary. . . . This could be very useful for a unit on 
World War II or journal writing. Students who enjoy history would also enjoy it for independent reading. 
Recommended.” —Library Media Connection 
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MORE ON JOAN WEHLEN MORRISON 

 
Home Front Girl was written between 1937 and 1943. Joan (1922–2010), the only daughter 
of a Swedish immigrant and his wife, was born in Chicago on December 20, 1922. Like 
many girls of working-class families, she found employment herself, most regularly as
camp counselor every summer. She also volunteered at various organizations, such as 
Billings Hospital and the House of Happiness, where she taught nature study to children.
She received a scholarship to the University of Chicago “junior college” (junior and senior
years in high school) at the University Lab Schools and then became an undergradua
the University of Chicago, where she studied from 1940 to 1944. 

 a 

 
 

te at 

rs.  

 
Joan met Robert “Bob” Thornton Morrison, a graduate student in chemistry at the University of Chicago, on 
Sunday, February 22, 1942; they married on June 19, 1943. For a year they lived in Oberlin, Ohio where Bob 
was an instructor in the Department of Chemistry at Oberlin College. Joan finished up at the U of C by 
correspondence. 
 
After graduating from the University of Chicago in 1944, she and Bob traveled to many US cities while he was 
in the Navy. Bob became an ensign and a radar instructor, though the war ended before Bob could be sent to 
the Pacific on the destroyer to which he had been assigned. Thereafter Bob took a postdoc at Northwestern 
University and Joan worked on a team with noted sociologist Robert Havighurst on his landmark “Prairie City” 
study of adolescent development and family life.  
 
Bob and Joan subsequently moved to New York City, where he became a professor of organic chemistry and a 
successful writer perhaps best known as coauthor of Organic Chemistry, the standard textbook on the subject 
for a number of decades. Meanwhile, Joan worked for the advertising agency Cunningham and Walsh and 
freelanced in the late 1940s and 1950s for women’s magazines such as Mademoiselle, Better Homes and Gardens, 
and Glamour. During this time she wrote articles such as “24-Hr. Mothers with 8-Hr. Jobs” (Glamour, January 
1956) and “North Woods Odyssey” (Mademoiselle, May 1949). She was paid $250 for the article (a lot in those 
days!), which was about Joan and Bob’s canoeing and camping odyssey into the North Woods of Minnesota and 
Canada.  
 
With the start of their family, the couple moved to Morristown, New Jersey, in 1957. Three children came into 
their lives: Robert “Bobby” Kirby, James “Jimmy” Vaughn, and Susan “Susie” Signe. She also began to freelance 
for the New York Times, publishing articles well into her 70s. She also became the coauthor of American Mosaic: 
The Immigrant Experience in the Words of Those Who Lived It (1980), which was recognized as a New York Times 
Notable Book of the Year. Her second book, From Camelot to Kent State: The Sixties Experience in the Words of 
Those Who Lived It (1987), cowritten with her son Bobby, became the basis for her popular course on the 
1960s at the New School for Social Research in New York City.  
 
Joan died in 2010; Bob died two months later. They were married for almost 67 yea
 
 

 
MEET SUSAN SIGNE MORRISON 
 
Joan’s daughter (1959–) is Professor of English literature at Texas State University–
San Marcos and the author of two books on the Middle Ages. She lives in Austin, 
Texas, with her husband, daughter, son, and a very barky Welsh corgi. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_J._Havighurst
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TEACHER’S GUIDE CONTENTS 

o Pre-Reading Activities 

o Chapter Guides 

Chapter guides are meant to encourage class discussions and provide structure for individual or group 
work for students to undertake. Students are not expected to be assigned the entire guide! 

Each Chapter Guide includes: 

Vocabulary  

Discussion Starters 

The guide facilitates the deepening of curriculum standards and objectives. Students will: 

Master a broad body of knowledge 

Demonstrate an understanding of historical chronology 

Use historical data to support an argument or position 

Interpret and apply data from primary sources (Joan’s diary) 

Effectively use analytical skills of evaluation and compare and contrast 

Work effectively with others to produce material and solve problems 

Create their own imaginative and artistic creations 

Learn to use a variety of primary and secondary source material to explain historical 
methodology and assess interpretations of the past, including multiple points of view and 
historical context 

Form opinions and judgments about the historical and literary characteristics of the memoir, 
journal, or diary form 

Develop the ability to discuss popular culture and the arts in conjunction with historical and 
political events 

Using textual evidence, learn to support an argument 

Research World War II, conditions on the home front, and the cultural conditions of the US 
before and after the bombing of Pearl Harbor 

Analyze the vocabulary, figurative language, and metaphors as they are used in the text; analyze 
the impression words and narrative choices have on the reader 

Consider political events from a single narrator’s viewpoint and to place that perspective in the 
context of others’ opinions 

Compare aspects of the World War II from the point of view of someone in the US, England, 
and Germany 
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o Curriculum Connections 

These are shorter activities directly linked to a particular chapter 

o Culminating Activities 

These activities for advanced middle and high school students and involve both research and creative 
work 

o A Q & A with Susan Signe Morrison, Joan’s daughter and the editor of the book 
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PRE-READING 

1. Look at the title and cover of Home Front Girl: A Diary of Love, Literature, and Growing Up in Wartime 
America by Joan Wehlen Morrison. What terms are familiar to you? Which aren’t?  

2. What does “home front” mean? Why do you think she is a “home front girl”? 

3. America has been in many wars, so how can you tell which war this book is about? What clues do you 
get from the photo? What about the font used for the title?  

4. Describe the girl in the photo. What does the photo tell you about her and the time period when it 
was taken? 

5. The inside cover tells you the book is edited by Susan Signe Morrison. What does “edited” mean? 
What does it suggest to you? 

6. Read the description of the book on the inside front book flap. What do you think the book will be 
about? Is it a true story? 

7. What do you know about World War II? What do you know about the home front during World 
War II? 

8. Write down what you know about World War II.  

9. Write down what questions you have about World War II.  

10. Do you know someone still alive who lived through World War II? If so, what do you know about his 
or her experience? 
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Prologue 

o Key Words/Word Study 

Pearl Harbor, Depression, Charles Lindbergh, isolationism, Red Cross, Homer’s The Iliad, Pullman 
sleeping car, Pavlov’s dogs, John Donne, igneous rocks, anthropology, Vietnam War, PT boats and John 
Bulkeley, Joan’s books, oral history 

 

o Discussion Starters 

Look at the epigraph (quote) after the dedication. It is dated Saturday, December 28, 1940. What do 
you think Joan’s attitude to the war is given this passage? What is common about London, Paris, Berlin, 
and Troy? Who is Helen?  

Where does Joan live? How might that affect her story and her experiences of life before and after 
World War II? 

Joan’s an only child. She is also a girl. How do you think that might affect her reaction to the war? 

What is her family situation? Are they poor? Rich?  

Why do you think “Readers have an abiding interest in normal people’s lives during extraordinary 
times” (p. xi)? 

What do you think of the story of how these journals were found? Do you think your family has any 
such material hidden away? 

What is the difference is between history and oral history? 

 

o Connections 

Joan’s father is from Sweden. Look it up on a map. Research the immigration history of Swedes to the 
upper Midwest. 

The prologue states, “Joan would ask you to consider what events ‘mark’ you indelibly in our society at 
this time. In a way, it’s our obligation to figure out what marks our generation and then respond to it, 
understand it, and write about it” (p. xvii–xviii). What events mark your generation? Is it your 
obligation to respond to it, understand it, and write about it? Why or why not? 
 
What is the difference between keeping a handwritten journal or a blog? Do you think it is an 
important difference or does it not matter? 
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1937: Age 14 

o Key Words/Word Study 

Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin, Eddie VIII, onomatopoeia, Horace Greeley, R.O.T.C., Kipling, Mayor Kelly, 
Caesar, confirmation, O. Henry, Niebelungenlied 

 

o Discussion Starters 

What is a communist? Why does Mr. Lucas seem disturbed by Joan’s talking in Study? 

Look up the Hindenburg disaster. Listen to the famous radio report describing its crash: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herbert_Morrison_%28announcer%29. How do you think you understand 
contemporary events if you hear of them on the radio rather than on television? 

Joan wakes up early to hear the Coronation of King George. Is she a better “Englishman than 
American”? 

Joan likes to go to the Art Institute of Chicago. What do you think attracts her to it? 

What is Memorial Day? And who is the Unknown Soldier? 

Joan goes to summer camp and is both happy and sad there. Are her emotional extremes 
understandable? What makes her happy? What makes her sad? 

Why do Joan and Arnold think Mr. Nelson is a “misplaced genius”? 

What was the Panay incident? Discuss the war between Japan and China. 

 

o Connections 

Read Kipling’s entire poem “Merrow Down” that Joan quotes. What do you think it means? Why does 
Joan quote it? 

Read an O. Henry story. Why do you think Joan wishes he’d written more? 

At Christmas when Joan is almost 15, she likes to look at dolls. Do you think she is immature? Do you 
think the relationship between girls and dolls was different in the 1930s? Do research and find out 
about dolls in the 1930s. 

Joan has to choose a middle name for confirmation. She ends up not liking the name she chose. What 
name would you choose and why? 

Joan tells us she weighs 103 pounds and hopes she is thin. Keep aware of her weight throughout the 
book. Does she have an eating disorder? Look at movies and magazines from the time period. What 
was the standard of beauty in terms of weight for women? The same as today or different? If different, 
why might that be so? 
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1938: Age 15 

o Key Words/Word Study 

Sin, Jack Benny, Wagner, Lohengrin, newsreel, Norman Alley, Marlene Dietrich, Lorelei, Latin, Shelley, 
Pitt, “Beware the ides of March,” University of Chicago, Northwestern, Lewis Institute, tuberculosis, 
Bughouse Square, Newberry Library, Jules Verne, Dionne quintuplets, Martin Luther, puerile, Madonna 

 

o Discussion Starters 

Read Joan’s essay, “The Sin of Being Patriotic.” Why is being patriotic a “sin”? Does she really think it is 
a sin? Do you agree with her or not and why? 

Discuss the war between Japan and China. To see the newsreel Joan saw, go to this site: 
http://archive.org/details/1937-12-12_Bombing_of_USS_Panay. 

Joan writes, “Do you ever wonder when you’re on the streetcar or in an elevator with a few other 
people what would happen if you few were suddenly to be the only people left on Earth, as though 
your bus or car were the only thing saved from some gigantic calamity—how you people would 
remake systems—if it could be an ideal universe—if the world would go on?” What do you think 
would happen? What would you do? 

Joan mentions her hat that Lorraine crushes in their shared locker. What did girls and boys typically 
wear to school in the late 1930s? 

Joan receives a scholarship to the University of Chicago junior college. Discuss what this means. Why 
does she need a scholarship?  

Joan is excited to get a French type of phone, although it has a party line. What does this mean? What 
were phones like back in the 1930s? 

Joan is nostalgic about leaving her old school. Have you ever been nostalgic about leaving a place? 
Write about your experience. 

Look at the newspaper clipping Joan’s pasted into her journal (p. 67). Why does she write “doesn’t 
Hitler look tired?” 

Joan describes reading a man’s book as he reads hers. Have you ever found yourself doing that? 

Joan and her parents play games together. What do they like to play? Do you play games with your 
parents? Which ones? 

Joan’s question of the week is “Describe your ideal teacher.” Describe your ideal teacher. 

Joan’s mother throws away all her precious stuff and she complains that she has little privacy. Discuss 
Joan’s living situation. 

Being the Virgin Mary in the Christmas pageant is very emotional and meaningful for Joan. Why is the 
Christmas story more meaningful to her once she’s portrayed Mary? 
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1938: Age 15 (cont.) 

Connections 

Listen to a Jack Benny radio show. What is the humor like? Is it different from comedy today? What 
does it have in common with today’s humor? Find some shows here: 
http://archive.org/details/JackBenny1 

Read Shakespeare’s As You Like It. Do you think Orlando is like Joan as her teacher says? Or does she 
have commonalities with other characters in the play? If so, which ones? 

Write your own essay about patriotism.  

Watch the newsreel Joan mentions: Norman Alley’s Bombing of the [USS] Panay. You can find a link for 
it at homefrontgirldiary.com. How do you think see actual footage of news events in the form of 
newsreels would affect your impression of war? 

In February 1938 the US, England, and France are concerned about the buildup of the Japanese navy. 
Why would that be? Research the history of this. 

On May 13, 1938, Joan makes a mythology newspaper. Make up your own newspaper about some 
mythology of your choice. 

Go to the Art Institute of Chicago website and look up the picture she describes on page 60. 
http://www.artic.edu/aic/collections/ 

Joan is the “Inquiring Reporter” for the school newspaper. Make up your own newspaper column and 
ask people a question just as she did.  
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1939: Age 16 

o Key Words/Word Study 

Metabolism, vitalism, mechanism, Achilles, repartee, necking, conservation of matter, Modern Dance, 
affiliated, Cicero, paramecium, protoplasm, rouge, well-greaved, progressive education, Mae West, 
Terence, Goodbye, Mr. Chips, arms embargo 

 

o Discussion Starters 

What is the difference between vitalism, mechanism, and the conservation of matter? Do these concepts 
still apply in today’s science? 

Discuss Joan’s reaction to Mr. Love’s death. How does she tie it in with current events? What do 
current events make her think of his death? 

What does seeing the film Idiot’s Delight make Joan think about? 

Why does Joan bless the world? 

Discuss the scene where Joan sees the film version of Goodbye, Mr. Chips. What happens in that scene? 

Discuss Joan’s “romance” with Alex. Why is she sometimes angry at him? 

Once the war in Europe starts in September 1939, Joan writes about immortality. Are children our 
only immortality?  

 

o Connections 

Create your own “Aunt Polly” column in which you offer advice to classmates.  
 
Read Archias’s oration in Cicero that had such a big impact on Joan (p. 118). Why do you think it had 
such a great impression on her in April 1939? For the text see the following site and be sure to keep 
reading all the sections: 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0019%3Atext%3DArch.%3
Asection%3D1  

Read the book and/or see the movie version of James Hilton’s Goodbye, Mr. Chips. Then reread Joan’s 
description of her experience of it. What is your experience of the book or film? 
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1940: Age 17 

o Key Words/Word Study 

Postbellum, The Magic Mountain, Paris as an open city, [American] Bund, Hobbes, Locke, quarterlies, 
YWCA, BWR, RAF, Troy, Helen 

 

o Discussion Starters 

Why in August 1940 is Joan so disillusioned? 

What is Joan trying to suggest in her essay, “To Those of My Time”, about her generation? What dates 
constitute “her” generation? What makes her generation special? What is the connection between 
what she sees as her special generation and the World Wars?  

How does she describe the 1920s in this essay? 

In her remembrance, what changes does the Depression bring about in people’s lives? 

How does she describe the first days of World War I? Where was she? What did she think? 

Do you think Joan is right about “her” generation? 

Discuss her and Betty’s impression of men. What do you think about their analysis of the relationship 
between the sexes? Who is Larry? Who is Dik? 

Discuss the German Christmas party scene. What do you think Betty’s attitude is towards the 
Germans and Germany? Is Joan’s similar? 

Joan walks in downtown Chicago and reflects on the situation in London, France, and Germany. What 
is her interpretation of the war?  

Describe the scene at Joan’s apartment building on Christmas night. What does that tell you about 
Joan’s family’s economic situation? 

What does Joan reflect on December 28, 1940? What is the story of Troy and why does she keep 
mentioning it? 

 

o Connections 

Consider your generation in the same way that Joan thinks about hers in her essay To Those of My Time. 
What dates do you think bracket your generation? What special events have affected your generation 
to make it different from those older and younger than you? 

What does Joan mean on December 16, 1940, when she writes, “FDR wants us to rent our arms to 
the British. Our arms! Pretty soon we’ll be renting our boys—but we’ll never get them back.” Research 
and find out what FDR did. 
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1941: Age 18 

o Key Words/Word Study 

Conscription, Madame Bovary, Aid the Allies, Kitty Foyle, Dido, Aeneas, Lend-Lease, China War Relief, 
platonic, Hutchins, German measles, Stimson, convoys, Mein Kampf, Hess, Plato, All Quiet on the 
Western Front, Burry Biscuit Company, army ration cans, munitions 

 

o Discussion Starters 

Discuss Joan and her parents. What is their relationship? Is her relationship with her father different 
than the relationship she has with her mother? Look especially at December 29, 1940, and March 16, 
1941. 

What is the significance of battles in the war for Joan? Which events does she mention? How does this 
effect the pacing of the book? Does it give more excitement or tension? 

What boys does she date in 1941? What is her relationship with them? Include Larry, Hugh, and 
Burman.  

Who is Bill Knisely from her Phy Sci class? Does he seem different than the other boys she has dated? 

Why does she call some places mentioned in the war “faery-tale cities” or “dream cities of the world”? 

Who is Charles Lindbergh? Why he is considered an “enemy of the people”? What is Joan’s 
assessment of him? 

Read the list of events Joan wrote in her book on March 9, 1941. What do you think a young person 
would feel about the world in the wake of such events so quickly taking place? 

Joan wonders about the English and why Churchill insists “we shall not fail.” What is her description of 
the English? Do you think she is right? 

Discuss Joan’s “war work” at the Burry Biscuit Company. Is inspecting army ration cans “the same as 
making munitions” (p. 196)? 

What are Joan’s study habits? How does she vow to change them late in 1941? 

Discuss how Joan finds out about the bombing of Pearl Harbor. What surprises you about it? 

What happens in the week immediately following the bombing of Pearl Harbor? How does Joan diary 
supplement a history textbook’s recitation of the facts? 

What is the difference between Christmas 1940 and Christmas 1941, in Joan’s view? 
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1941: Age 18 (cont.) 

o Connections 

Look up the places she mentions where there are battles in 1941. Where do they take place?  

The radio was very important for the war on the home front. Visit these sites for many fascinating 
audio recordings: http://library.umkc.edu/spec-col/ww2/main.htm and http://library.umkc.edu/spec-
col/ww2/search.htm. 

See the film Arise, My Love. What was Hollywood’s purpose behind war films before the US officially 
entered the World War II? 

Read Hutchins’s speech “The Proposition Is Peace.” What is he arguing? What do you think of it? See: 
http://www.ibiblio.org/pha/policy/1941/1941-03-30a.html.  

Hugh (“Iceberg”) “romantically” recites the Greek alphabet to Joan. Learn the Greek alphabet. Can 
you recite it romantically? 

Listen to one of Churchill’s speeches you can find at this site: http://www.winstonchurchill.org/ Why 
does Joan call him “pigface”? 

 

http://library.umkc.edu/spec-col/ww2/main.htm
http://www.ibiblio.org/pha/policy/1941/1941-03-30a.html
http://www.winstonchurchill.org/
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1942: Age 19 

o Key Words/Word Study 

Ballet Russe, Groton, Lost Generation, defense stamps, nite-editing, Red Cross, Moral Values, Gilbert 
and Sullivan, Wartime and Daylight Savings, baser, incendiary bomb 

 

o Discussion Starters 

Joan talks about the campus becoming “man-less.” Why is that? 

Joan hears a lecture about the role of diaries in history. Read that passage (p. 229) and discuss. What 
do you learn from diaries that you do not learn from history textbooks? 

Joan is shocked by what she sees as the “indifference” of people. Why does she think people are 
indifferent? Why is that disturbing to her? 

 

o Connections 

Joan describes a dream she has about flames threatening her and some others. Then she writes, “So 
often have I seen cartoons in the paper of the earth aflame and our America the last stronghold.” Can 
you find such a cartoon in a newspaper from this time period? 

It seems that Joan reads very different books than teenagers today. Not one mention of a vampire novel 
anywhere! What do you think of her reading life? How would it affect a teenager’s life to have a different set 
of books in her mind than Harry Potter or the Twilight series? 
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1943: Age 20 

o Key Words/Word Study 

Morale, civilian, Dunkirk, sociologist, psychologist, Sitzkrieg, Blitzkrieg, Phoney War, grievances 

 

o Discussion Starters 

Do you think factors of morale can contribute to success or defeat in a war? Why? 

“No country can go on fighting when its citizens fail to perceive an object for their sacrifices.” Is this 
true? What is the object for Americans during World War II? Does this object change over time? 

Joan writes, “Every war is a ‘holy war.’” What does Joan mean by that? Is she right? 

Joan writes that the generation growing up after World War I was especially skeptical of war. What 
kind of problems would this skepticism cause in the Second World War? 

What does Joan mean when she writes, “Hitler’s ruffians recognize the power of books to be great—
they acknowledge this by burning them”? 
 
 

o Connections 

Find German material from World War II which addresses the situation of the civilians on the home 
front. There is a German propaganda archive here: http://www.calvin.edu/academic/cas/gpa/. 
Remember, this material is Nazi propaganda! It is not “endorsed” by me or the host of the website. It 
is for purely academic and research purposes only. But it is crucial to know what documents were 
published in the 1930s and 1940s to properly understand what happened in Germany; therefore, I 
include it here. 

 

 

 

http://www.calvin.edu/academic/cas/gpa/
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CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS AND CULMINATING ACTIVITIES 
 
Be sure to visit the website homefrontgirldiary.com. There are many links to historical and cultural sites useful for 
research and fun. Also check out the blog for those interested in how young women and men experienced the home 
front during World War II and use it as a sharing space. 

 
Language Arts/English 
 
Compare Joan’s diary with that of Anne Frank, whose tragic fate is well known. How do the girls react to the events 
of war given their extremely different circumstances? Are they similar in some ways? How? In what way do they 
reveal common concerns of girls of their age? What special circumstances in Anne’s and Joan’s lives cause them to 
view the world differently?  
 
Read a book that Joan mentions, such as All Quiet on the Western Front, the Niebelungenlied, or the short stories of O. 
Henry (or any other one you choose). Write a review of it and tie it into Joan’s life in some way. After you have read 
it, can you see why she would have liked it? Why do you like it—or not? 
 
After the war starts in Europe in September 1939, Joan writes about Shakespeare’s sonnets. Read his sonnets and tie 
the message about immortality into Joan’s own reflections. 
 
Joan loves poetry, especially that of Kipling, A. E. Housman and William Shakespeare. Read Shakespeare’s sonnets, 
Kipling’s verse, or Housman’s A Shropshire Lad and tie their sentiments into Joan’s diary. Tie them into your life—
what do they mean to you? 
 
How does Joan’s love of classical literature allow her to make connections between past historical events and the 
present? See especially 159–160 when she discusses London, Berlin, and Troy. 
 
Joan comments on how Terence seems like Shakespeare. Read two plays, one by Terence and an early comedy by 
Shakespeare. Compare the two plays. 
 
 
Social Studies/History 
 
The United States was actively engaged in World War II for almost 4 years. How much awareness is there today of 
young women on the home front? Why would that be? 
 
Joan deftly interweaves vivid details of her everyday life with observations about political and military events. Use the 
book to analyze historical moments. How does her reaction to an event differ from the way it might be described in 
a history book? Choose one moment in her diary and contrast it with the description in a history book. 
 
Much of this book is set before the actual entry of the US into World War II following the bombing at Pearl Harbor. 
What did you learn about the period of US history from 1937 to 1941?  
 
Do you think the US could have avoided entering World War II? Why or why not? 
 
Research the figure of Charles Lindbergh. Joan discusses him. How would you describe Joan’s assessment of 
Lindbergh? Is she accurate?  
 
What can an individual’s diary tell us about history? What can it tell us that a scholarly history book written after the 
time period in question cannot? What can’t it tell us? 
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Read Joan’s entries from September 1939 about talks between Hitler and Chamberlain. Research appeasement.  
 
She writes in March 1939, at age 16, “Hitler has just taken all of Czechoslovakia. But is Germany wrong? In 
school, I made a pitying remark for the Germans. Doris Westfal said, ‘Well, I don’t care very much what 
happens to them.’ Oh, I think that’s so wrong! What else could Germany have had after the war except that a 
dictator would spring up—if not Hitler, another. We must be tolerant and never hypocritical” (p. 114). In April 
1939 she comments on church: “Father Carr in his sermon lambasted Hitler and Mussolini. It’s easy to accuse 
them now, but he wouldn’t accuse the greedy statesmen who laid the foundations for the next war at 
Versailles” (p. 118). Research Versailles and what happened there after the end of World War I. Is Joan correct 
in her assessment of the inevitability of a German dictator given the reparations demanded after World War I 
by the victors? Why or why not? 
 
Research the Lend-Lease Bill (HR1776). What is the involvement of the US in the war before Pearl Harbor? 
See http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/treasures_of_congress/Images/page_20/65c.html. 
 
Discuss the peace strike on April 23, 1941. Research pacifists during World War II. How are they different 
from isolationists? 
 
On May 20, 1941, Joan writes about how Roosevelt mentions “our South American ‘brothers.’” Research what 
happened in South America during World War II. 
 
Joan frequently mentions the German approach to Moscow after the invasion of the Soviet Union. Is what she 
hears from the news the same as what historians relate today about that invasion? 
 
Discuss Joan’s description of how she hears about Pearl Harbor. What surprises you about her description?  
 
What stands out in Joan’s description of the months following Pearl Harbor? Look up actual newspaper articles 
from the period on the same date she writes an entry and compare. 
 
 
Science 
 
At age 15, Joan speculates about what her cat thinks in March 1938 (p. 41). Discuss the science of animal cognition. Are 
there ways that humans can understand how cats, for example, process understanding and the world around them? 
What experiments have been performed to understand animal perception? Can you design such an experiment to 
conduct that doesn’t harm a living creature?  
 
Joan is susceptible to tuberculosis. Research this disease. What were the cures for it in the 1930s? What are 
the cures now? 

Read the entry from September 21, 1938. What are the autumnal equinox, vernal equinox, and winter solstice? 
What important astronomical date did Joan leave out here and why? Link this to the importance of 
“Midsomer” for Joan.  

Joan mentions the fourth dimension, but she never gets to hear what a “very handsome fellow” starts to tell 
her about it because someone interrupts. What is the fourth dimension? 

Joan worries that she’s eaten half a worm (p. 84). Could eating a worm really make you sick? 

In January 1939 at age 16, Joan studies the Conservation of Matter in school (p. 92–93). How does her understanding 
of the conservation of matter from 1939 align with current understandings of matter? What has changed? What has 
stayed the same? 
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Read Joan’s entry from Sunday, October 30, 1938, where she discusses cavemen, Neanderthals, the Java Ape 
man, and Cro-Magnons. What was the understanding in the 1930s of these anthropological species? What is 
the understanding today? How has the understanding of human evolution changed since the 1930s? Choose 
one species to focus on. Follow up with her admiration of the Magdalenian Maiden. 
 
On Tuesday, January 25, 1938, Joan mentions her Otis test. Then on Tuesday, June 14, 1938, Joan discovers 
her IQ rating by accident. What is the Otis test? What about IQ tests? How were they designed? Are they still 
given? What are the pros and cons of such tests and testing system? 
 
Joan volunteers at various organizations, such as Billings Hospital and the House of Happiness, where she 
taught nature study to children. She also taught nature study at a children’s camp in the summer. She was 
particularly enthusiastic about stargazing and mentions Vega several times. At camp, she reflects on how “we 
are all going to Vega” (p. 65–66). Are we going to Vega?  
 
Joan and some of the other counselors go to catch butterflies (p. 63–65) carrying a bottle of cyanide. What is 
the ethics of killing a living specimen?  
 
Joan gets German measles. What are they? How were they treated in the early 1940s and how are they 
treated now? Why are they dangerous? 
 
 
Economics 
 
Joan makes about $6 a week for her war work. Research average pay during the World War II period. 
Compare men’s and women’s salaries. What would such work pay now? What would a living wage be then and 
now? 
 
 
Art 
 
Look at the photos in the book or on the website. Download or copy them and make a collage or artwork out 
them (decoupage, poster, mural, etc.). 
 
Look at the sketches Joan makes of fashion and hairstyles. Research magazines and films from that period. 
Create your own fashions and styles inspired by the fashion from 1937 to 1943.  
 
Do fashions change between 1937 and 1943? Why do you think they do? How might the war have affected 
such changes? 
 
Find a picture of Song of the Lark (Jules Breton). Paint a version of it with Joan in a dusty pink peasant dress (see 
1938). 
 
Joan’s art teacher says that in Egyptian art “children were always pictured with their fingers in their mouths” (p. 
74). Find three images that show this. 
 
Draw your own image of Truth blindfolded (p. 137). 
 
 



Home Front Girl Curriculum Guide 
 
 
Music 
 
Listen to the music Joan mentions: “The Last Time I Saw Paris,” “Mr. Five by Five,” or “Strip Polka.” Can you 
find other music from the 1937 to 1943 time period? Do you notice any patterns in the themes of the lyrics? 
What was happening to popular music between 1937 and 1943? Do you see any trends? 
 
Record YouTube videos of you playing music popular from the period 1937–1943. If you do, be sure to let 
homefrontgirldiary.com know! 
 
Make an annotated playlist of music popular between 1937 and 1943. Be sure to include music Joan mentions. 
Annotate and comment on the music you choose. You can design your own free CD cover at this site: 
http://bighugelabs.com/cd.php. Once you’ve made it, put your annotated music list inside. And share it with 
others! 
 
 
Geography 
 
Joan describes the city of Chicago in some detail. How would her story be different if she had grown up in the 
country? Or in New York City? Or the South? Or where you live? 
 
Find a map of Chicago from the 1930s or 1940s. Can you find and trace places that are important to Joan? 
 
On March 13, 1938, Joan describes the shape of the continents as triangular and pointing towards the South 
Pole. She is also upset at the Panama Canal cutting North from South America. Is her description of the 
continents accurate in terms of the theory of Pangaea? Research the history of this theory. 
 
Using a map, follow Joan’s bus trip with the insect on her skirt (p. 67–69). 
 
Joan writes on Friday, November 3, 1939, that she goes to the Blackstone library and sees the old borders of 
countries. Find maps from before World War I, after World War I, then in the early 1930s, and finally in 1939. 
Then research maps that show the invasions of the German Reich as well as Japan’s invasions in the Pacific. 
Finally, find a map from the late 1940s. Analyze these maps. Can you make a timeline including dates of invasion 
and territories that have been conquered? 
 
 
Physical Education and Games 
 
Joan takes a modern dance class. Look at her sketches on pages 95–96. What is the history of modern dance? 
What was the state of modern dance in 1939? Take a modern dance class. Is it as hard as Joan says? 
 
Joan seems to play bridge a lot! Learn to play bridge. Would you rather study or play bridge? What would Joan 
rather do? Does she change her mind at a certain point? 
 
 
Religion, Philosophy, and Ethics  
 
Do you agree with Father Young’s idea of what Christianity is? Do you think Joan’s phrase “Social Christians” 
(p. 54) is useful and apt? 
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On Christmas Day 1940, Betty “said if she were King George she would have broken the truce and flown right 
over to Germany and bombed every village and plant she could. That surprised me for she’s usually pretty 
broad-minded. Hate has penetrated pretty far—I said I didn’t agree with her but we didn’t argue” (p. 158). 
Why didn’t Joan argue with Betty? Was she right not to? 
 
Shortly after the horrific Nanking massacre and mass rapes inflicted on the Chinese by the invading Japanese 
army in early 1938, Joan dreams (March 5, 1938, age 15) that she and about 50 others were behind enemy 
lines. “The Japanese commander thought and said, ‘I will let you all go free on [the] condition that I may kill the 
last one to leave’” (p. 39). If this had been reality and not a dream, who should have gone to the end of the line 
and why? 
 
Read the exchange between Joan and Frazier on 94–5. What do you think about life and death? 
 
Joan writes in June 1939, “Nothing is going to change or has ever changed.” Do you agree? Why or why not? 
 
Why does Joan writes on February 1, 1940, “I’m not having a good time, why not let him kiss me and give him 
a good time at least.” Do you think she should? Compare this passage with that on January 18, 1942. Is she 
right about people trying to impress each other? 
 
On Saturday, December 29, 1940, Joan writes, “Everyone is wrong, nobody is right.” What does she mean by 
this? Is this true? 
 
Joan is impressed by a quote from Kant: “Morality is a matter of being as intelligent as possible in a concrete 
situation.” Discuss Kant’s definition in light of actions taken (or not) during World War II. 
 
 
Civics 
 
Read Joan’s essay from October 1940, “To Those of My Time.” What is the duty or responsibility of “her” 
generation as she sees it? 
 
 
Technology 
 
Joan works on the school newspaper at each of her educational institutes. Can you find original copies of 
these? How is the production of the newspaper similar and different to school newspapers today? 
 
 
Radio/Movies 
 
Watch a movie Joan mentions seeing, particularly Idiot’s Delight; Goodbye, Mr. Chips; Arise, My Love; Cheers for 
Miss Bishop; or Night Train to Munich. Compare your reaction to hers. What was happening in the world 
politically at the time Joan saw it? How might that have affected her interpretation of the film? 
 
If you were to film her story or write a play about it, you would have to cut and change many things. What 
would you cut? What would be essential? Why? 
 
If this were a film, would you film it in black and white or in color? Why? How would that change the 
impression the viewer receives?  
 
Joan tells about how she heard Lionel Barrymore as Scrooge read Dickens’s A Christmas Carol (narrated by 
Orson Welles) on the radio. Look here for the script of that very radio presentation: 
http://www.sheeplaughs.com/scrooge/radioscript.htm. Compare it to Dickens’s novel.  
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Creative Writing 
 
Create your own “Aunt Polly” column in which you offer advice to classmates.  
 
Write your own fictional or diary pretending you are a boy or girl living sometime between 1937 and 1943. 
 
When Joan works inspecting army ration cans, she finds “a note from one of the girls in a can . . . I let it go. It 
was harmless and who knows when it may be found. In war, in blood, in pain.” Pretend you are a girl in such a 
factory. Write a note to a soldier that you put in the rations. 
 
Pretend you are living in the late 1930s or early 1940s. Choose a historic event and write a sample journal 
entry. What would you include? What would you leave out? How do you make history “come alive” from a 
personal point of view? 
 
Keep a diary every day for a week. Wait a week while you don’t look at it. Then pick it up again and see what 
you have written. What personal emotions do you express? Did you include details about your daily life? About 
political events? About classroom discussion or chatting with friends and family outside the classroom? How 
can you add more lively detail? 
 
Pretend there were no dates mentioned in the dairy you kept. Would someone reading it 50 years from now 
be able to guess when it was written? Why or why not? How? What details did you include that are universal 
and eternal and which are time-specific? What makes for timeless writing? 
 
Write and perform a play version of Home Front Girl, video a film version of one section of Joan’s story, or 
record a radio play of her diary. If you do, be sure to let homefrontgirldiary.com know! 
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A Q & A with Susan Signe Morrison, Joan’s daughter and the 
editor of Home Front Girl 
 
How did Home Front Girl come about? 
After my mother, Joan Wehlen Morrison, died in 2010, my two older brothers and I found hundreds of poems 
and journal entries composed by her as a child, starting from when she was nine years old in 1932. Some 
journals are missing, including her first one, begun when she was 13, and another from September 1939 
through November 1940. Mom always told us she had kept a journal until the day she got married. But we are 
missing that final journal when she met my dad to whom she was married 67 years!  
 
How did you edit the material you found? 
Home Front Girl contains a selection of Joan’s journal entries, which are identified by date—the years 1937 to 
1943—and ordered chronologically as she ages from 14 to 20. Spelling errors have been corrected (though 
some preferred spellings of the era, such as “faery” rather than “fairy,” are left intact). Minor style 
inconsistencies have been standardized for ease of reading, and some words or lines within individual entries 
have been cut in the service of concision. Joan also used a lot of ellipses; I have retained them when she used 
them to indicate emotional reflection or the passage of time but deleted them if they proved distracting. 
Otherwise, the text has been left exactly as Joan wrote it. The illustrations and handwriting that decorate these 
pages are Joan’s own. 
 
What were you looking for while editing the journals for a public audience? 
They contain much more than what you see here. How did I choose which sections to transcribe and make 
public? One of my goals in editing was to include passages I felt were of historical interest, but I also picked 
those that retained Joan’s humor and philosophical outlook. And, given Joan’s poetic temperament, I kept some 
that were, quite simply, stylistically beautiful. When my mom wrote her oral history books that have been 
published, she and her coauthor would take the raw transcripts of interviews with people and uncover the 
essence of the narrative within. She often compared the work of the oral historian to that of Michelangelo, the 
famous artist. He commented on how, while sculpting, he just hewed away the stone to reveal the statue 
within. I hope I’ve succeeded in doing that with her journal entries. 
 
Why did you edit your mother’s writings? 
My mom and I were best friends. I was so sad when she died. And my dad died two months after her so it was 
a very unhappy time. These journals were like a magic gift enabling me to learn more about her. I originally 
read and reread the journals as part of a healing journey after her death. The way I found to work through my 
grief at my mother’s death was by editing and transcribing her words: reading them, entering her mindset as a 
young girl and then teenager, laughing at her jokes, reflecting on her naivete, processing her wisdom. Then I 
wanted to transcribe on the computer pieces of her journal to share with my brothers and their families.  
 
What made you decide to seek out a publisher? 
After a few months of reading and transcribing, I realized her story was historically important as well as 
poetically beautiful. Her journals give a dimension to the war that simply doesn’t exist: the diary of a real 
American girl living in the late 1930s and early 1940s is unique. I’d published two other scholarly books as part 
of my job as a professor of medieval literature. So publishing was not scary for me. I wrote “query letters” to a 
number of presses who I thought might be interested in her story. Chicago Review Press was the perfect 
place! They have a line of young adult history books. My mom would be thrilled to know that her words, 
written when she was a teenager, would be read by teenagers today. Of course, when Joan was writing her 
journal, she never imagined it would one day be published. In a way, this book is Joan’s own oral history, 
unearthed decades after having been composed. 
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What was it like reading about your mother as a teenager?  
Very funny! I loved getting to know her teenage self. She reminds me so much of my own teenage daughter, 
who takes after Joan physically. When she was born, my husband says the first thing he thought was, “She 
looks like Joan!” Although I never year my mom scream her lungs out like my newborn daughter!  
 
Were you upset to read about your mother dating and even “necking” with boys who 
weren’t your father? 
Not at all! Her love life is that of a typical teenager—she realizes when she is experiencing a “silly” crush and 
relates how various passions peter out or develop into “necking.” I could only be amused at her failed 
romances, love affairs that I knew were, in the long run, hardly tragic. Ten days after the last journal entry we 
have, she met my dad, a story we heard a million times over the years. In May 1943 she even jotted down, 
below her English poetry homework, a list of 34 boys she dated, starting from when she was in elementary 
school. And Joan wrote this list shortly before her wedding to my father, Robert “Bob” Thornton Morrison—
he is noted near the bottom!  
 
Did you find any writings other than journals? 
Yes! In addition to uncovering her diaries, we found a great deal of poetry that parallels her love life and the 
war, as well as short stories that were written both during and after the war years. A selection of these 
writings can be accessed at www.homefrontgirldiary.com. I hope they can be published one day too. 
 
What advice do you have for young writers? 
To write! Don’t be afraid to put pen to paper or your fingers on the keyboard. Recently my son in middle 
school has been writing books. He was telling me one of the stories and said, “No, that’s not right. Hmm. . . . 
I’ll have to wait til I get the right word.” I told him, “DON’T WAIT!” The great thing about writing is, you can 
always revise it and make it better later. It’s best to write when you are passionate about it. Don’t worry if the 
exact word isn’t there for you. Put an “X” on the page where the word or passage is missing. You can always 
go back and change it, add to it, reflect on it more. My son also has advice for you: “My stories are character 
driven,” he says. So. . . focus on your character description! The plot comes naturally when you have a really 
riveting character or set of characters. Also, write every day if you can. That’s why keeping a journal or diary 
as Joan did is so good for your writing skills. It’s like a sport or skill—you need to practice piano playing on a 
regular basis to be a good player. Is playing scales what you would perform in a concert hall? No, but it 
heightens your abilities and makes them sharp. Similarly, if you play a sport, what happens if you haven’t played 
it for a while? Do you play it as well? Usually not. That’s why writing a diary every day—or at least once a 
week—keeps your writing skills on alert. Don’t imagine anyone else ever reading it. It’s your private space to 
speculate, complain, be funny, be sad. And one day, you may take some passages from your journal and put 
them into a story you want to publish! 
 
What else do you like to do besides write? 
Many things! I love to swim in the ocean. I like to practice yoga too and have begun to sail. I love to walk. Many 
year ago, my husband and I walked 137 miles in the south of England along the Pilgrims’ Way from Winchester 
to Canterbury as part of my research for my scholarly book on women pilgrims in the Middle Ages. We had 
backpacks on and that was all we had for two weeks. I don’t know if I could go so far, so fast today! I like to 
see old movies on television—especially black-and-white films. My favorites are from the 1930s and 1940s, 
though I like silent films a lot too. And I love to travel. I taught English in Japan for a year; I also studied 
German in college and graduate school and lived in Munich, Berlin, and the former East Germany where I 
taught in the 1980s. I even have my East German secret police file—but that’s another story! My family and I 
have lived in England several times, as did my parents. My kids even went to English schools for a couple of 
years. But most of all, I love to spend time with family and friends, just talking and laughing. 
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