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Ordinary People is a 1980 American drama film directed by Robert Redford and starring 
Mary Tyler Moore, Donald Sutherland, Judd Hirsch, and Timothy Hutton.  The film 
received 4 Academy Awards for Best Picture, Best Director, Best Writing, and supporting 
actor nomination for Timothy Hutton who portrayed Conrad Jarrett.   
 
 
Plot Summary 
 
Ordinary People is set in Lake Forest, Illinois, during the 1970s. The action focuses on 
the Jarrett family - Calvin and Beth and their son Conrad.  Before the action of the play 
begins, there was a second Jarrett son – Buck – who was killed during a thunderstorm 
while he and his brother Conrad were sail boating on Lake Michigan.  Six month later, a 
severely depressed Conrad attempts suicide by slashing his writsts with a razor in the 
bathroom.  He is found by his father Calvin.  His parents commit him to a psychiatric 
hospital from which he has only returned after four months of treatment.   
 
As the play begins, Conrad is trying to resume his life but is still deeply troubled, blaming 
himself for his brother’s death, and unresolved issues with his mother, Beth.  She has 
never really recovered from Buck’s death and keeps an almost maniacally perfect 
household and family.  
 
His father Calvin, a successful tax attorney, suggests that Conrad make an appointment to 
see a local psychiatrist, Dr. Tyrone Berger.  Initially resistant, he slowly starts to respond to 
Dr. Berger and comes to terms with the root cause of his depression, his identity crisis and 
survivor’s guilt over having survived when Buck did not. Also helping is a relationship with 
a new girlfriend, Jeannine Pratt. 
 
Calvin also sees Dr. Berger as the events of the recent past have caused him to begin to 
doubt many things he once took for granted, leading to a midlife crisis. This causes strain 
in his marriage as he finds Beth increasingly cold and distant, while she in turn believes he 
is overly concerned about Conrad to the point of being manipulated. Finally the friction 
becomes enough that Beth decides to leave him at the play’s climax.  Clavin and Conrad, 
however, come to an understanding healing the gap between them so they can 
emotionally heal and move forward with their lives. 
 
Conrad Jarrett also referred to as ‘Connie’ or ‘Con’ – a 17 year-old High School Junior - 
The son of Calvin and Beth, he is the play’s protagonist.  About 18 months before the play 
begins, he was involved in a boating accident with his brother, Buck, an accident which left 
Buck dead. He was somewhat overshadowed by his late brother’s personality.  He carries 
passive tendencies as well.  He has not been able to forgive himself for his brother’s 
death. A year later, Conrad tried to commit suicide but failed, forcing him to spend time in 
hospital. At the beginning of the play, he has been out of the hospital for a month. While 
dealing with depression and survivor guilt, he is trying to get his life back on track, but he 
feels little purpose in life and no motivation. He begins to see Dr. Berger to help him 
recover from the traumatic events he has experienced. Over the course of the play, he 
begins a steady relationship with Jeannine Pratt and rebuilds some of his old friendships. 
 
Calvin Jarrett – 40 years old - The father of Conrad, Calvin is a natural listener. He tends 
to blame himself for most negative things that occur in his family. He is a tax attorney, a 
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prestigious position for a man who grew up in an orphanage without knowing his father.  
His mother died when he was eleven.  He has felt lucky in the past, but the family’s recent 
travails have caused him to begin to doubt that and wonder who he really is.  He believes 
that there is a serious lack of communication between him and his wife, which strains their 
relationship. He spends most of his time worrying about his son and trying to understand 
him. 
 
Beth Jarrett - The wife of Calvin and mother of Conrad, Beth is a homemaker and spends 
most of her time playing golf and working around the home.  She is a perfectionist.  
Although she is troubled by the horrible events she has experienced with her sons, she 
wants to move on without dwelling on the past at all, an attitude that brings her into conflict 
with her husband Calvin, who thinks that the family needs to talk through the past. At the 
end of the play, she leaves Calvin and Conrad for an indefinite period, although there is no 
talk of an official divorce. 
  
Dr. Berger -  35 years old – Conrad’s psychiatrist who helps him work through his issues 
in an effort to gain more "control."  He is quiet, compassionate and skilled in his ability to 
listen and understand Conrad. 
 
Joe Lazenby - A friend of Conrad's and member of the swimming team. He drives Conrad 
to school each day. He recognized that Conrad is still having difficulties coping.  He tries to 
understand Conrad but they have a falling out during the course of the play, but they 
manage to mend their relationship in the end. 
 
Kevin Stillman - A member of Lazenby's carpool. Stillman can be very cruel to Conrad. 
He is a member of the swimming team as well. He can be very insensitive.  One day after 
a swim meet, he and Conrad get into a fistfight, which Conrad wins. 
 
Jeannine Pratt - A new student at Lake Forest, she is in the school choir with Conrad. 
She and Conrad become close friends and begin to date seriously, forming a deep 
relationship by the end of the novel. 
 
Karen Aldrich - One of Conrad's patient friends from the hospital.  She was also admitted 
as a result of an unsuccessful suicide.  Released three months before him. They meet in a 
diner early in the play to catch up on old times.  Conrad sees her as a role model for 
recovery. Towards the end of the play, Conrad learns that she has committed suicide, and 
the news sends him into shock. 
 
Coach Salan - The swimming coach at Lake Forest. He is a generous and encouraging 
man who wants to see Conrad do well, and is disappointed when Conrad quits the team. 
 


