
 
 

 

COULD YOU LIVE IN A VAN? 

This week, let's talk about the lives of the "new-age nomads" and the 

Oscar-award winning film Nomadland - Could you "hit the road" and live in 

a van? 

 

 

NOTE: This lesson plan is designed for students in Spain with a B2 level but can be adapted for 

lower or higher levels (B1-C1) and students in other countries.  

 

 

If you haven't already seen it, have a look at the official trailer for the film 

"Nomadland" and answer the questions below.  

NOMADLAND | Official Trailer | Searchlight Pictures - YouTube 

What kind of film is it?  

What adjectives would you use to describe the film?  

What themes do you think this film deals with?  

 

http://www.stellar-language.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6sxCFZ8_d84


 
 

 

Key Terms: 

• A new-age nomad 

• A nomadic life 

• A van OR camper van 

• A "workamper" (Work + camper) 

• Freedom 

• A lifestyle 

• To "hit the road" 

• A widow / To be widowed 

• To have a (permanent) roof over your head 

• A road movie 

• To be based on a book 

• To deal with themes 

• The "Great Recession" of 2008 

 

 

1) First, match the English words above with the Spanish words below: 

a) Liberdad: _______________    b)   Furgoneta: _______________  

c) Viuda: ______________  d)   Pelicula de carretera: ___________  

e) Tener un techo...: ________________________ 

 

 

2) Next, read the article (at the bottom of this document) and answer these 

questions: 

What kind of film is Nomadland? 

Who are the "workampers"? 

Is Nomadland based on a true story? 

Who are the "actors" in the film? 

What themes does the film deal with? 
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2) Finally, watch this BBC video about the film. You don't have to 

understand everything.  

Some of those people were in the film, playing themselves. What do they say 

about the film?  

What do they say about their lifestyle? Why did they decide to live like this?  

In what ways are their lives “poor” or “rich”?  

The real life nomads of Nomadland - BBC News - YouTube 

 

 

FINAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

So, could you live in a van? Why or why not? 

What are the advantages and disadvantages of living this lifestyle? 

If you had a friend or sibling that was considering doing this, what would you tell 

them? 

 

 

 

For a free one-hour lesson to discuss this topic and film, contact:  

pierre@stellar-language.com 

I look forward to meeting you! 
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ARTICLE:  
 
Is Nomadland a True Story? 

 Original article by Tamal Kundu for the Cinemaholic 

  
February 18, 2021 

 
(This article has been edited and shortened from original) 

 

 

Directed by Chloé Zhao, ‘Nomadland’ is a neo-western road movie 

that tells the story of a widowed woman named Fern (Frances 

McDormand), who is forced to live a nomadic life after the factory 

she works at shuts down.  

Despite working all her adult life, Fern realizes that she doesn’t have 

enough money to keep the permanent roof over her head and moves 

into her van. She is initially reluctant to embrace the nomadic life but 

does so because she has no other legal option left. But as time 

progresses, she grows to love the lifestyle and the freedom it 

allocates her. 
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If the film’s candid portrayal of the real-life modern nomads has 

made you wonder whether it is based on real-life events, here is 

everything we know. 

Is Nomadland Based on a True Story? 

No, ‘Nomadland’ is not based on a true story. But several elements 

of the film are inspired by real life. The film is actually based on 

Jessica Bruder’s 2017 non-fiction book, ‘Nomadland: Surviving 

America in the Twenty-First Century.’ Bruder spent three years 

doing research for the book and got to personally know many of her 

subjects, all of whom are in their 60s and 70s, well past the 

traditional retirement age. They were forced to “hit the road” and 

seek out temporary jobs because the Great Recession of 2008-2009 

left them in financial ruin. 

 

These itinerant workers (or “workampers,” as they like to call 

themselves) travel in their second-hand camper vans, jeeps, or 

repurposed buses across their immense country, performing jobs 

such as harvesting beets in North Dakota, keeping the National 

Forest campgrounds clean in California, and packaging goods in an 

Amazon fulfillment center. 

http://www.stellar-language.com


 
 

The film’s protagonist, Fern, is based on an amalgamation of Linda 

May and Charlene Swankie, the first being a real-life nomad and 

protagonist of the book, the second being one of Linda’s real-life 

friend that director Chloe Zhao met while doing research for the 

film. So, while the nomadic subculture is real, and some of the 

stories and characters depicted in the film are also real, Fern is 

definitely fictional. 

 

 

Except for actress McDormand and David Strathairn (who plays 

David), the film’s cast is mostly made up of real-life workampers. 

Linda May and Swankie appear in the film as dramatized versions of 

themselves, as does Bob Wells, a legendary personality among the 

new-age nomads. While each scene in the film is teeming with 

poetic beauty, the plot of ‘Nomadland’ has a certain docu-drama 

quality. Even McDormand and Strathairn’s characters are named 

after them, likely to give the movie another layer of realism. 

Like director John Ford’s 1940 film, ‘The Grapes of Wrath,’ based 

on John Steinbeck’s 1939 namesake novel, the migrations of the 

new-age nomads and so-called “Okies” are triggered by the Great 

Depressions of their time. Both films deal with themes like 

loneliness, destitution, and displacement.  
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