
TEACHER RESOURCE

AUTO INDUSTRY ECONOMY

LESSON PLAN

INTRODUCTION
This lesson was originally published in Telling 
Detroit’s Story: Historic Past, Proud People, Shining 
Future curriculum unit developed by the Detroit 300 
Commission in 2001. 

This lesson provides students in grades nine 
through twelve with an in-depth study of economic 
functions both within and outside of a community. 
Through primary sources, students will gain a 
historical view of economic functions. 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will:

• Distinguish between internal and external 
functions and understand the importance 

of external functions to the survival of the 
community. 

• Analyze data to determine primary external 
functions of Detroit and the metropolitan region 
between 1847 and 1920. 

MATERIALS USED
• Reading: “A Day in the Economic Life of a 

Detroit Family”

• Reading: “Auto Industry Economy”

• Charts: “Occupations of Detroit, 1880, 1930, 
1970; U.S. Census”

• Chart: “Data Analysis Chart”

• Questionnaire: “Employment Questionnaire”

LESSON SEQUENCE
Opening the Activity:
1. Distribute “Auto Industry Economy” to help 

students understand internal and external 
functions and the four main phases Detroit’s 
economy has experienced.

2. Distribute “A Day in the Economic Life of a 
Detroit Family.” This story provides examples of 
internal and external functions performed during 
the course of a normal day. 

3. Read the story and determine if each function is 
internal or external. 

Developing the Activity
1. On the board, write a definition of an internal 

and an external economic function.
• An external economic function for a region 

is a service or product that brings money 
into the region where the function is 
performed.

• An internal economic function is a service 
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or product that is produced and consumed 
within the same region. It does not bring 
additional revenue into the region. 

2. Have students identify businesses in their city 
and classify those businesses as performing 
(primarily) internal or external functions. 

3. Distribute: “Occupations of Detroit, 1880, 1930, 
1970: U.S. Census” and “Data Analysis Chart.” 
Have students review the materials. 

Concluding the Activity
1. Discuss the primary external functions during 

the three time periods.
2. Discuss the primary internal functions during the 

three time periods.
3. Discuss the new historical questions that 

students generated from the data. 

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
1. Have the students prepare a graph using 

the available data. Require that the graph 
demonstrate a specific idea that is expressed in 
a graph title. 

2. Using the “Employment Questionnaire”, have 
each student interview five adults who are 

For more information about the 
Detroit Historical Society, 

or to schedule a field trip to the 
Detroit Historical Museum or 
Dossin Great Lakes Museum, 

visit detroithistorical.org
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employed full time. The data collected should be 
summarized and presented in such a way as to 
address the following questions:
• Are most people performing internal or 

external functions? 
• To what extent are those surveyed 

associated with the automobile industry?

ASSESSING THE LEARNING
• Using the graphs created by the students, have 

them work in pairs interpreting information 
displayed on the graphs. 

• Have the students write an essay: “Southeast 
Michigan is less dependent today on the 
automobile industry than in 1920.” 



READING: A DAY IN THE ECONOMIC LIFE OF A DETROIT FAMILY

1. Mr. and Mrs. Garcia live in Detroit. They have two children – Robert, 16 and Anne, 13. Mr. Garcia 
works at Ford Motor Company in Dearborn. Mrs. Garcia works part time at a convenience store/
gas station near an exit ramp off I-75. Robert is a junior in high school and works part-time at a 
rare bookstore in Detroit. Anne occasionally babysits for the neighbors.

2. One Saturday, Mr. Garcia stopped for gas on his way to work. The gas he purchases was refined 
in Louisiana from oil drilled in Venezuela. He also bought a copy of the Detroit Free Press. The 
Free Press was written and printed in Detroit on paper produced in Maine. Mr. Garcia also 
stopped at a drive-thru restaurant to get a cup of coffee. 

3. Mrs. Garcia had to take Anne to Henry Ford Hospital that morning for medical tests. There were 
three other people waiting for the same test. Because the procedure was unusual, it was only 
available at a few hospitals in the Midwest. As a result, all three of the other patients were from 
Ohio. Dr. Sullivan conducted the tests. 

4. After the test, Mrs. Garcia went to work. Anne babysat for the next door neighbor, Mrs. 
Dombrowski, while she went to her job as a U.S. Customs Inspector at the Ambassador Bridge. 
Anne also had to keep her eyes open for a delivery truck that was bringing a new dishwasher to 
the Garcia’s.

5. Since the convenience store/gas station at which Mrs. Garcia works is so near the freeway, 
many of her customers are from outside of the local area. They include truck drivers from plants 
in Ohio bringing auto parts to Detroit. 

6. On the way home, Mrs. Garcia did grocery shopping for the week. The check-out clerk was Mrs. 
Dombrowski’s daughter, Wendy. 

7. Robert was up early to get to his job at the bookstore. Most of the customers are from the 
nearby area. Robert, however, does not wait on the walk-in customers. He usually spends his 
time processing orders for rare books that have come in during the week by mail or the Internet. 

8. As is often the case on Saturday nights, the Garcia’s went out for dinner at their favorite 
restaurant – a wonderful little Chinese restaurant across the Detroit River in Windsor. 

Answer the following:
• Identify two people whose jobs are performing external functions. 

• Identify two people who are performing internal functions. 

• Identify two people whose jobs result in them performing both internal and external functions. 

• Paragraphs 2, 4, 6 and 8 provide examples of why external functions are so essential for a 
community. Explain. 
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In any community – a family, a city, a state, or a country – 
tasks are performed which allow that community to survive. 
Some of those tasks are internal to that group. That is, they 
are performed and used by the people of that community. 
These tasks are called internal functions. Other tasks are 
performed that are for the benefit of people outside of the 
community. Typically, these tasks result in a product or 
service that is sold to people outside of the local community. 
Such tasks are called external functions. 

Simply put, external functions result in new money 
coming into a community. Internal functions move that 
money around within the community. All communities must 
have some external functions they perform in order to 
acquire goods and services not found in the community. 

A dentist, for example, typically performs an internal 
function for the community. The dentist, a member of the 
community, typically performs a service for a patient who is 
also a member of the community. The dentist charges a fee 
for the service provided, but the money the patient pays was 
already in the community. This does not result in an increase 
in revenue to the community as a whole.

An external function is a service performed or item 
produced within a community that is sold or traded to someone outside of that immediate community. The 
result of an external function is that new revenue or perhaps a new product comes into the community. 
Southeastern Michigan, for example, produces automobiles. Most of those automobiles are sold and 
exported outside of the Southeastern Michigan area. The result is that “new” money comes into the region. 

It is essential for every community to perform external functions in order to purchase goods or services 
that cannot be produced locally. In Southeastern Michigan, for example, we make cars. With the revenue 
from cars, workers are paid. They buy food, clothes, television sets, and other items that are not produced 
in Southeastern Michigan. If the community did not produce something, cars for example, that produces 
revenue from the outside, they would not have the ability to purchase from the outside. 

Detroit has passed through four main phases. Detroit was established primarily as a fur trading post. 
The fur trade was the primary external function of the area. It also brought in revenue as a result of French, 
British or American government expenditures to maintain a military base.

The second phase was that of a commercial center. It was the entry point to Michigan for immigrants 
and products. It was also the primary point of export for many Michigan agricultural products and natural 
resources. As the largest city in the region, individuals who prospered in industries such as mining and 
lumbering often lived in Detroit.

The transition to the third phase began during the Civil War. In this period, diverse manufacturing began 
to replace commercial enterprises as the primary external function of the city. Shipbuilding, the manufacture 
of railroad cars, pharmaceuticals, tobacco products, and various other manufacturing businesses began to 
dominate the city’s economy. 

The fourth phase began very abruptly. In 1898, Ransom Olds began manufacturing automobiles in 
Detroit. Soon, Detroit could lay claim to being the Automobile Capital of the World. Since that time, Detroit 
has been committed to a single, primary external function. 
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CHART: DATA ANALYSIS CHART

1. Based on the data provided, indicate the primary external functions from Detroit and 
Southeastern Michigan during the periods indicated below.

• 1880

• 1930

• 1970

2. Based on the data provided, indicate the significant internal functions for Detroit.

• 1880

• 1930

• 1970

3. The data provided helps address some questions but raises new ones. Review any one of 
the data elements and identify two new historical questions that arise from the data. These 
questions can address broad historical issues or challenge specific facts presented on the data 
element. 



CHART: OCCUPATIONS OF METROPOLITAN DETROIT, 1880



CHART: OCCUPATIONS OF METROPOLITAN DETROIT, 1880



CHART: OCCUPATIONS OF METROPOLITAN DETROIT, 1930



CHART: OCCUPATIONS OF METROPOLITAN DETROIT, 1930



CHART: OCCUPATIONS OF METROPOLITAN DETROIT, 1970



QUESTIONNAIRE: EMPLOYMENT QUESTIONNAIRE

Name:                  

Employer:                  

Product or service performed: 

                  

                  

                  

Is the product or service provided (50% or more) to the automobile industry?

                  

                  

                  

                  

                   

If not, who are the primary purchasers of the goods or services provided?

                  

                  

                  

                  

                  

                  

The individual interviewed is performing an (check one)

Internal function ___________

External function __________


