
Unit 15
The Progressives

�

Facilitator’s Guide

Introduction

Overburdened cities led Progressives to agitate for reforms on political, economic, and social 
fronts. While most Americans agreed that government intervention was needed to address 
large-scale problems such as child labor or food contamination, there was little agreement 
on a proper solution.

Learning Objectives

In this session, teachers will

•	 describe how the growing industrial labor market drew people to large cities, and 
how increases in manufacturing and advertising created a new consumerism that 
allowed greater individual freedom by weakening the control of families and small 
communities over personal behavior;

•	 be able to explain why many were convinced that government regulations were 
the best strategy for protecting the public from the hazards of the commercial and 
industrial economy;

•	 understand that Progressive Era reforms often resulted in social and political 
structures that were both more democratic and anti-democratic.

Before You Begin
Before the day of the workshop session, familiarize yourself with the reading materials 
assigned to the participating teachers. Review this facilitator’s guide. Be sure to prepare the 
correct number of overheads and handouts needed for each activity. Each participant should 
read the text materials for the unit before attending the workshop (estimated reading time: two 
hours), and should bring these materials with them to the workshop session. Activities during 
the session will draw heavily on the content in the text materials, as well as the video.

Materials Needed 
•	 This America’s History in the Making facilitator’s guide

•	 Text Materials for Unit 15: The Progressives

•	 VHS tape and VCR, DVD and DVD player, or access to streaming video of 
America’s History in the Making video for Unit 15: The Progressives available  
at www.learner.org

•	 Overhead projector and colored pens
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•	 Multiple copies of handouts (in the Appendix of this guide)

•	 Pens and paper for participating teachers and facilitator

•	 Chalkboard, blank transparencies, or overhead for reporting out

Overhead and Handout Instructions 
1. 	Using Appendix A, “Themes for The Progressives,” create an overhead 

transparency.

2. 	Using Appendix B, “Advertisements,” create one overhead transparency of each 
advertisement.

3.	 Using Appendix C, “Progressive-Era Concerns That Led to Reforms,” create one 
handout for each pair of participants.

4.	 Using Appendix D, “Faces of America Chart,” create one handout for each 
participant.

5.	 Using Appendix E, “Women’s Fashion in the Early Twentieth Century,” create one 
overhead transparency of each photograph. 

6.	 Using Appendix F, “Content Knowledge Assessment Scoring Guide,” create an 
overhead transparency.

Facilitator’s Note: You may want to prepare overheads of the reflection questions for teachers to 
reference during the workshop activities.

Leading the Session

As participating teachers arrive, have an overhead set up that lists the main themes of the 
unit for teachers to review (Appendix A).

After you have completed any housekeeping announcements, ask one of the teachers to 
read the themes aloud. Explain that they will expand their understanding of these three 
themes through activities and video segments that build on the reading they did prior to the 
workshop meeting.
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Warm-up and Activity 1 (15 minutes)
In this activity, participants will consider the new consumer economy of this time period 
by exploring the relationship between the advertising industry and the growing consumer 
economy. They will examine three advertisements from this period (Appendix B).

Part 1 (10 minutes)

Have the participants refer to their text and prior knowledge about the Progressive Era as they 
participate in this warm-up activity.

Place the advertisements on the overhead one at a time. For each image, have the group 
discuss the following questions:

• 	 What was for sale?

• 	 How did this advertisement persuade consumers to buy the item?

• 	 Who was the target audience for this product (e.g., women, families)? What are 
clues in the advertisement that make you think this is the audience?

Part 2 (5 minutes)

Ask the group to discuss the distinction between a “consumer economy” and “consumerism.” 
To help with this discussion, clarify the ideas that a consumer economy is the part of the 
economy directed at the end consumer, and consumerism implies a mindset unduly focused on 
consuming/accumulating things.

If time permits, have the teachers brainstorm how consumerism changed everyday life and 
culture during this period.

Watch Video Segment 1: 
Historical Perspectives (approximately 10 minutes)
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Activity 2 (50 minutes)
The Progressive Era of American history was a period of social movements that had political 
and economic ramifications. By exploring some of these movements in depth, participants 
will learn how American society responded to increasing immigration, urbanization, and 
industrialization.

Part 1 (35 minutes)

Divide participants into pairs, and hand out one copy of the “Progressive-Era Concerns That 
Led to Reforms” chart (Appendix C) to each pair. Depending on the number of participants, you 
may divide the list of concerns (on the left column of the handout) evenly amongst the groups.

Using information from the video segment, the text, and their own knowledge, each pair should 
complete their part(s) of the chart.

Part 2 (15 minutes)

After all the groups are done, compile the information so everyone has a completed chart. Then, 
have the whole group discuss the following reflection questions:

Reflection Questions	

1.	 How did some of these reform movements create more democracy? 
How did some create less democracy?

2.	 Why did these reform movements take place during this period?

3.	 How did immigration of foreigners and the migration of African 
Americans to the North change the country?

4.	 Do any of the “movements” appear to not be “progressive”? Why not?

Watch Video Segment 2: 
Faces of America (approximately 10 minutes)

Introduction to Video Segment
Give each participant a copy of the “Faces of America Chart” (Appendix D) prior to showing the 
video clip. Have each participant think about the chart as they view this video segment.
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Activity 3 (30 minutes)
Participants will consider how different groups labeled “Progressive” were often at odds with 
each other, and why this phenomenon could take place.

Part 1 (15 minutes)

In groups of three, have the participants complete the Faces of America Chart that you handed 
out before the video segment.

Part 2 (15 minutes)

Have the large group address the following questions:

• 	 Describe the different ideas that these three people had about improving society.

• 	 In what ways were these ideas at odds with each other? In what ways were they 
similar?

• 	 How did the social movements of this era represent the changing relationship of 
the government with those it governed?

Watch Video Segment 3: 
Hands on History 
(approximately 5 minutes to the end of the tape)



Unit 15  The Progressives �

Activity 4 (30 minutes)

Part 1 (15 minutes)

In the introduction to this unit, participants learned about the relationship between the 
advertising industry and the growing consumer economy, and the increasing “consumerism” 
during the time in American history often called the “Progressive Era.” In the second activity, 
participants compared the social movements of this period that had political and economic 
ramifications. The Faces of America segment provided details about the lives of Addams, 
Goddard, and DuBois; and the activity following this allowed for a closer examination of the 
Progressive Era movements to identify differences amongst them. 

This final activity serves as a conclusion to this session of the workshop. It provides participants 
an opportunity to reflect on what they have learned from the text and the workshop activities. 
This activity also reviews the Scoring Guide, which participants will use to assess their 
understanding of the content and historical thinking skills learned in this unit.

In previous activities, participants worked either in small groups or with the full group to 
complete the activities. For this activity, participants should work alone to reflect on what 
they’ve learned and then write their answers on paper (or type them on a computer). This final 
activity also models the type of assessment that the participants will be required to take to 
receive credit for the course.

Direct them as follows:

Place the pictures and descriptions of “Women’s Fashion in the Early Twentieth Century” 
(Appendix E) on the overhead one at a time and read the description. Read the following 
passages to augment the descriptions: 

•	 In the 1900s, wealthy women were expected to be ornamentation and wore 
garments to illustrate conspicuous consumption. The Edwardian silhouette 
required clothing to modify natural body shapes by elongating the figure and 
highlighting particular areas.

•	 In the 1910s, clothing styles reflected the beginning of the American woman’s 
changing role in society. It was becoming increasingly acceptable for a woman 
to work outside the home, either as an employee or a volunteer. Clothing styles 
became more practical to allow for walking and to reduce the restrictiveness of 
prior eras’ fashions.

•	 The 1920s began with ankle-length hemlines and ended with them just below 
the knee. The silhouette created from this style was boyish and straight. 
Women wore corsets to flatten their chests and narrow their hips because their 
new sense of liberation rendered breasts and hips unfashionable. Many even 
forewent the corset entirely.
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Ask participants to work individually to analyze and put in writing how these pictures help them 
explain the theme: “Manufacturing and advertising created a new consumerism, which allowed 
greater individual freedom by weakening the control of families and small communities over 
personal behavior.” 

On the same page, have participants describe what historical thinking skills they used in their 
analysis. What specific aspects of the artifact helped them understand the theme better?

As a whole group, look at the criteria for full credit on the Scoring Guide (Appendix F). Ask 
participants to review what they wrote and share the types of answers that they believe will 
result in a score of 3 or 4.

Part 2 (15 minutes)

Place the three themes for this unit on the overhead again (Appendix A).

As a group, review the list of Progressive-Era concerns examined earlier in the workshop and 
recorded during Activity 2. Have participants share anything they noticed during the workshop 
which surprised them about this historical period. 

Ask participants to think of possible labels that describe this historical period more accurately 
than the title “Progressive Era.” Refer them to the themes, the information in the text, and the 
information learned from the video and activities of this workshop. Ask the participants to 
consider labels they would like their students to learn. For each suggestion, ask the participants 
to share specific reasons why the label is useful and accurate.
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APPENDICES – The Progressives

A:	 “Themes for The Progressives”  
overhead transparency

B:	 “Advertisements”  
one overhead transparency of each advertisement

C:	 “Progressive-Era Concerns That Led to Reforms” 
one handout for each pair of participants

D:	 “Faces of America Chart”  
one handout for each participant

E:	 “Women’s Fashion in the Early Twentieth Century” 
one overhead transparency of each photograph

F:	  “Content Knowledge Assessment Scoring Guide” 
overhead transparency
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Appendix A: Themes for The Progressives

THEME 1 
A growing industrial labor market drew people to large 
cities from all over the U.S. and abroad. Manufacturing and 
advertising created a new consumerism, which allowed 
greater individual freedom by weakening the control of 
families and small communities over personal behavior.

THEME 2 
The increasing damage created by a burgeoning 
commercial and industrial economy convinced many 
people that only government regulations could protect the 
public.

THEME 3 
Progressive Era reforms often worked at odds to each 
other, resulting in social and political structures that were 
both more democratic and anti-democratic.
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Appendix C: Progressive-Era Concerns That Led to Reforms

SOCIAL CONCERN
What social concern  

came from this  
social movement?

What was the  
principal goal  

of the movement?

Political & economic 
outcomes of the 

movement included:

Public education

Immigration 
restriction

Labor rights

Women’s rights

Anti-suffrage

Safety of 
the nation’s 
food supply

Conservation of 
natural resources
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Appendix D: Faces of America Chart

PERSON
What Progressive ideas  

did she/he promote?
What impact did these  
ideas have on society?

Jane Addams

Henry Goddard

W.E.B. DuBois
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Unit 15  The Progressives


