
Differing Federal Responses to the Great 
Depression: Letter Analysis 

 

In this activity you read two letters (one from Hoover, one from FDR) to determine different political beliefs that guided the 

presidents in their responses to the Great Depression. 

Objectives 
1. Students will describe the differences between Hoover's and FDR's views of the role of the federal 

government in times of crisis.   

Instructions 
1. Step 1: Let’s begin to read the two letters aloud.  

2. Step 2: In groups, answer the three focus questions at the end of the activity or use the Close Reading 

Worksheet. Students may work independently or in pairs. 

3. Step 3: Let’s share our responses. 

 
Historical Context 
The economic crisis of the Great Depression evoked two very different responses from President Herbert 

Hoover and President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Hoover and conservatives followed a path of "rugged 

individualism," in which the federal government should steadfastly avoid direct relief to the poor and 

unemployed. Rather, they believed, relief efforts should be voluntary and conducted at the local level. FDR 

and the liberals believed that the powers of the federal government should be expanded to help those in need 

by providing direct relief in the form of food, money, jobs, etc., even if this entailed more government 

spending. 

  



Differing Federal Responses to the Great Depression 

Close Reading Worksheet 
 

President Hoover Letter 
 
1. Who is writing to President Hoover? (Name, age, city)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Why is she writing to the president?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Key sentence: “instead of sending the contributions which you collect to me, that 
you should yourself distribute them to those in need in your own locality.”  
 

According to this sentence, does President Hoover think the government should be 
responsible for helping the poor? Explain your answer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

President Roosevelt Letter 
 
1. Who is President Roosevelt writing to?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What does he want the recipients of his letter to do?  



 
 
 

3. Draw a line to match each of the three things Roosevelt says the Social Security 
program will provide with its explanation: 
 
“old age pensions” Financial support for handicapped children 

 
“aid for crippled children” Income for retired people 

 
“unemployment insurance” Income for people who have lost their jobs 
 

 

4. Key sentence: “we can solve our many problems but no one man or single group 
can do it.” 
 

According to this sentence, does President Roosevelt think the government 
should be responsible for helping the poor? Explain your answer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Summarize 
 
Describe the different views of President Hoover and President Roosevelt about how 

the federal government should act in response to the Great Depression. Use a direct 

quote from each letter in your answer. 



Hoover and FDR Suggest 
Different Federal Responses 

to the Great Depression 
 

 
 

President Hoover Encourages Private Charity 
 

President Hoover wrote the following letter to 10-year-old Barbara McIntyre of Columbus, 

Ohio after she wrote to him in 1931 to report that she and her friends planned to collect old 

blankets, clothing, shoes, and food to send to him in Washington, for distribution to the poor. 

 

The White House  
Washington 

November 19, 1931 

 

My dear Barbara, 

 

I have your very sweet letter of November 10th. It is a very beautiful undertaking. I would 
suggest, however, that instead of sending the contributions which you collect to me, that you 
should yourself distribute them to those in need in your own locality. 

 

Yours faithfully,  
Herbert Hoover 

 
Source: Weintraub, Stanley and Rodelle Weintraub, eds., Dear Young Friend: The Letters of 
American Presidents to Children, Mechanicsville, PA: Stackpole Books, 2000. 
 

 

  



President Roosevelt Seeks Feedback on New 
Deal Programs 

 
In 1935, President Franklin D. Roosevelt sent this letter to clergymen around the country. He 

received over 100,000 responses from priests, rabbis, and ministers serving diverse 

congregations that varied by geography, size, religious views, and socio-economic levels. 

 

Reverend and Dear Sir: 

 

…Because of the grave responsibilities of my office, I am turning to representative Clergymen 
for counsel and advice- feeling confident that no group can give more accurate or unbiased 
views. 

 

I am particularly anxious that the new Social Security Legislation 

just enacted, for which we have worked so long, providing for old 

age pensions, aid for crippled children and unemployment 

insurance, shall be carried out in keeping with the high purposes 

with which this law was enacted. It is also vitally important that the 

Works Program shall be administered to provide employment at 

useful work, and that our unemployed as well as the nation may 

derive the greatest possible benefits. 

 
 
Social Security was passed 

in August 1935. It was the 

first federal program to 

provide pensions for the 

elderly, the unemployed, or 

the disabled. 

 

 

I shall deem it a favor if you will write to me about conditions in 
your community. Tell me where you feel our government can 
better serve our people. 

 

We can solve our many problems, but no one man or single group 

can do it- we shall have to work together for the common end of 

better spiritual and material conditions for the American people… 

 

Very sincerely yours, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt  
The White House 
Washington 
September 24, 1935 

The New Deal included a 

variety of federally funded 

public works programs 

that were designed to put 

people back to work 

constructing bridges, dams, 

schools, parks, roads, and 

other improvement projects. 

 
Source: Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Letter to Nation’s Clergy,” 24 September 1935, accessed online 

from http://newdeal.feri.org/texts/document_details.cfm?DocumentID=394, 18 November 2009. 
 
 
 
 
  



Focus Questions 

 

4. What do these letters tell us about the needs of ordinary people during the 
Great Depression?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. According to each president, what solutions can help solve the problems created 
by the economic collapse of the Great Depression?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
6. How would you characterize the differences between Hoover’s view and Roosevelt’s 

view of the role of federal government during times of economic crisis?



 


