
THE	  JEWELED	  HOUSE	  	  
Curriculum	  Guide	  
	  
Introduce middle grade students to the Gold 
Rush (1849-1855), the Great Chicago Fire (Oct. 
1871), and the Great Depression (1929-1939), 
using this work of fiction as a basis for 
discussions in the middle grade classroom. 
These topics are part of the National Council for 
the Social Studies and curriculum for U.S. 
History.	   
 
Topics for discussion: 

• Introduce the Gold Rush. Discuss 
immigration and the westward movement. 

• Introduce the Great Chicago Fire. How did 
the fire affect the city and its people? 

• Introduce the Great Depression. How were families affected by the 
Depression? 

• Discuss and create timelines and family trees. 
• How did/could these events have effected the students’ families? If not 

originally from the United States, how did events of their country of origin 
possibly affect their families. 

 
Objectives: 

• To understand the cause and effect of events in history on ones own 
family. 

• To understand chronological order and how to read a timeline, measuring 
and calculating calendar time.  

• To understand how different events in U.S. History affected American 
families, thereby shaping our society today. 

Key Words/Concepts: 
• Gold Rush 
• Great Depression 
• Mines/mining 
• Ancestors 
• Family (understanding that many students are raised in nontraditional 

family structures). 
 
Background: 
Ally’s journey is fictional, but the story is an example of a family’s timeline from 
immigration to present day. While the purpose of the story is to entertain middle 
grade readers (ages 8-11) as Ally tries to solve a family mystery, it touches on 
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important events in U.S. History, creating lessons for the classroom and helping 
students make a connection between themselves and history. 
 
The Gold Rush drew many immigrants and easterners of the U.S. west helping 
populate the west and California in 1849. Many people spent their life’s savings 
to get to California. In pursuit of great wealth, they left their families and 
hometowns, risking it all. 
 
The Great Chicago Fire, in 1871, destroyed most of the city of Chicago in two 
days. The fire left 100,000 people homeless and took 200 to 300 lives. The 
tragedy left most families with the struggle to start all over again. 
 
The Great Depression, from 1920 – 1939, was a time of great economic decline. 
In other words, banks closed and businesses failed leaving many people without 
work or money. By 1933, about 13 to 15 million Americans were unemployed. 
 
Throughout the story, Ally tires to put herself in her ancestor’s shoes and comes 
to appreciate what it means to be part of a family. 

Part One:  
Making the topic relevant: 
Begin a discussion on family. Ask the students where their families originated. 
 
Part Two:   
Read THE JEWELED HOUSE with students and start a discussion using the 
following topics: 

• How did events in U.S. History affect Ally’s family? 
• Why was Ally worried about not finding the family jewel and the possibility 

of losing the family home? 
• How did Ally’s perception or view of family change from the beginning to 

the end of the book. 
 
 
Possible Concluding Activities: 
1) Have students pick one of the historical events (Gold Rush, Chicago Fire, or 
Great Depression) and write about what their lives would have been like if they 
had lived at that time. What do they think it was like for their own families?  
 
2) Ask students to write about their own family history. Do they know where their 
parents were born? Where their grandparents were born? How about great-
grandparents? Students can create a list of interview questions to ask family 
members. 
 
3) Have each student create a family tree or timeline with dates that correspond 
to dates in history that they have been studying. 


