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About Read Iowa History

Through the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources grant, the State Historical Society of Iowa developed 
Read Iowa History — free, downloadable K-5 lesson plans to build and develop reading and critical thinking skills 
with primary sources in the classroom. 

Primary sources (from the digital Primary Source Sets collection) are used to help students learn from multiple 
perspectives, develop primary source-based claims and evidence, and to interpret documents and images of the 
past. These lessons were developed with the Iowa Core Social Studies and Literacy Standards. Each unit includes 
ready-to-use source material, worksheets, educator lesson plans and assessment tools and activities. You, the 
educator, are encouraged to explore the unit, and use materials as you see fit for your students. You are welcome 
to alter lesson plans, worksheets and assessments to best align with their curriculum. 

Please check out the Primary Source Sets toolkit to learn more about using primary sources in the classroom.

What’s Included

Educator Materials
Sources are accompanied by an educator lesson plan. This plan includes: the unit compelling question, unit 
supporting question, objectives, background information, vocabulary lists or cards, a materials list and instructions. 
There also is a “formative assessment” to wrap up each part of the unit and to check for comprehension. You are 
welcome to use the activities that are suggested or create their own with the primary sources. 

Student Materials
Many of the unit instructions are accompanied by a 
worksheet that can be copied and distributed to students 
as they analyze the primary source(s) to assist in their 
application and comprehension. These worksheets are 
optional but may provide a structure for students to think 
critically about the primary sources they are analyzing. 
These reproduceable student worksheets are available in 
the Student Materials PDF (on website, below “Educator 
Materials”) for this topic. 

Formative Assessments, Lesson Summative 
Assessment and Scoring Options
The formative assessments, lesson summative 
assessment and possible scoring options allow you 
to evaluate how students comprehend and apply the 
knowledge they learned from the individual primary 
source activities. Assessment instructions, example 
worksheet(s) and possible scoring options are located at the end of this Read Iowa History section. Reproduceable 
assessment worksheet(s) also are available in this topic’s Student Materials PDF.

Introduction to Read Iowa History

INTRODUCTION

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Johnston, Frances B. “Thanksgiving 
Day Lesson at Whittier,” ca. 1899

https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/people-work
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets
https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-toolkit-k-5-12-31-18.pdf#overlay-context=history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets
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People at Work

INTRODUCTION

1st Grade

Overview
The jobs Iowans have done have changed over the past 120 years. From farming to factories to domestic service, 
the top occupations people have drastically changed. This unit uses primary source of people at work to allow 
students the ability to compare and contrast what life was like for the workforce of America in 1900 compared to 
present-day

Unit Compelling Question
How do Iowans work to provide for 
themselves, their families and their 
communities?

Unit Supporting Question
How did Iowans make a living to support their 
families and communities in 1900 according 
to census records?

? ?
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Compelling and Supporting Questions INTRODUCTION

1st Grade

How to Apply Read Iowa History Lessons to Other Primary Sources
The origin of Read Iowa History lessons stem from the Primary Source Sets, which are a collection of primary sources that focus on a topic and are 
structured under a compelling question and multiple supporting questions (typically three). Five or six primary sources are used to address and help 
students answer a single supporting question. Read Iowa History takes one supporting question, the primary sources addressing that question and 
instructions (divided into parts) to integrate these primary sources in the classroom through different activities. 

These lessons, instructions, worksheets, tools and assessment suggestions can be applied to all of the K-5 Primary Source Sets. 

? Unit Compelling Question
The compelling question drives students to discuss, inquire and investigate the topic of a unit of understanding. 

How do Iowans work to provide for themselves, their families and their communities?

Unit Supporting Questions
Supporting questions scaffold instruction to help students answer the compelling question. Their aim is to stimulate thought, to provoke 
inquiry and spark more questions. The supporting question that is highlighted above is the question that was used in this Read Iowa History. 
The bolded question below is the supporting question for this Read Iowa History unit.  

1) How did Iowans make a living to support their families and communities in 1900 according to census records?
2) How did Iowans make a living to support their families and communities in 1950 according to census records?
3) How do people make a living to support their family and community in the 2000s that is different than previous eras?

?

Read Iowa History: People at Work
This Read Iowa History lesson addresses “How do Iowans work to provide for themselves, their families and their communities?” and “How did 
Iowans make a living to support their families and communities in 1900 according to census records?” and includes lesson plans, worksheets, 
suggested assessments and other tools.

https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/people-work
https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets
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Standards and Objectives

INTRODUCTION

Objectives
 • I can ask and answer questions to clarify meaning.
 • I can explain why people have different jobs in a community.
 • I can explain why people need goods from local and distant places to meet their needs.
 • I can use a bar graph to compare numbers.
 • I can describe how life was different long ago from life today.

Iowa Core Social Studies Standards
No. Standard

SS.1.11. Compare the goods and services that people in the local community produce with those that are produced in other 
communities.

SS.1.13. Explain why people have different jobs in the community.

SS.1.19. Compare how people in different types of communities use goods from local and distant places to meet their daily 
needs.

Iowa Core Literacy Standards

No. Standard

RI.1.4
Write opinion pieces in which they introduce the topic or book they are writing about, state an opinion, supply reasons 
that support the opinion, use linking words (e.g., because, and, also) to connect opinion and reasons, and provide a 
concluding statement or section.

W.1.2 Ask and answer such questions as who, what, where, when, why, and how to demonstrate understanding of key details 
in a text.

Iowa Core Mathematics Standards

No. Standard

1.MD.C.4 Organize, represent, and interpret data with up to three categories; ask and answer questions about the total number 
of data points, how many in each category, and how many more or less are in one category than in another.
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Background Essay

INTRODUCTION

Utilize this background essay, in whole or in parts, with students to provide further context and 
understanding about people at work in 1900. You can read it aloud to students, utilize excerpts and 
introduce the vocabulary words. The essay is also referenced in parts of this Read Iowa History to assist 
students in their interpretation and analysis of primary sources. 
 
Every family needs a source of income to pay for essentials goods like food, clothing and housing. Most Iowans 
earn a salary or the profits from their business or services. Certain groups receive support from retirement funds 
or government programs in health care or public assistance. But it is safe to say that most Iowans work for a living. 
Recent government figures shows that some 1.6 million Iowans are currently in the work force.

The jobs Iowans have done have changed over the past 120 years. In 1900, a majority of Iowans lived on farms. 
Without the large-scale machinery we have today, farmers rarely managed over a half acre (320 acres) because it 
took too much time to plant, cultivate and harvest the crops. Most farm families, however, raised livestock for sale, 
milked cows for butter and their home use, and kept flocks of chickens for the eggs and meat. They also planted 
large gardens and canned vegetables for the winter. The husband and wife worked together on the farm as a team, 
each responsible for his or her own parts of the operation. Children learned farming and housekeeping from their 
parents and became an important part of the successful operation.

Cities and towns offered many manufacturing jobs in agricultural equipment and meat packing. There were many 
small coal mines that attracted immigrants from countries Italy, Croatia, Sweden and Wales. However, as railroads 
began shifting away from coal to diesel fuel and coal sources became depleted, the coal industry had all but 
disappeared by the 1940s.

World War II brought a surge of industrial jobs to the state as the government needed supplies to fight the war. 
Farm machinery plants shifted to war equipment and smaller factories turned out ammunition. Meat packing 
continued to be an important source of factory work.

As farm machinery became bigger and more powerful, farmers could manage larger and larger operations. This, 
of course, meant that there were fewer farms and fewer farm families. Iowa cities began growing with the rise of 
manufacturing and financial occupations like insurance. Des Moines is one of the two largest centers for insurance 
in the nation. Education and health care are two more important sectors in the Iowa employment picture. Colleges 
and universities saw rapid growth after World War II with the GI Bill, making it possible for many more young 
people to afford college and Baby Boomers swelling the ranks of college-age youth.

The late 20th century saw a revolution in communication with the introduction of computers and cell phones. 
The first computer was invented by John Atanasoff at Iowa State University. Robert Noyes, a graduate of Grinnell 
College, did pioneering work in the development of microchips which did much to make the computer revolution 
possible. While there was a decline in some areas of manufacturing toward the end of the century and a continued 
decline in farm employment, computers sparked the growth of new industries. Wind and solar energy also began 
needing workers to build, install and maintain clean energy equipment. Government saw an expansion at all levels 
with the growth of regulation and support programs.

To provide Iowan with the training they need to fill positions in today’s job market, the state created a system of 
community colleges geared to job training programs. The state also began investing in work placement programs 
to match workers with job openings. Today, Iowa has one of the lowest unemployment rates in the nation. 
Unfortunately, many jobs in the service and health care areas pay wages so low that workers struggle to meet their 
expenses even if they work full time.
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Background Essay continued

INTRODUCTION

Education is a critical factor in the employment picture. Many high schools offer job-training classes and coordinate 
curriculum with nearby universities and community colleges. The state itself is critically invested in producing and 
supporting a skilled labor force that allows Iowans to work and support families here. 
 
Vocabulary Words

 • Goods 
 • Factory
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Gather the class together and display the Iowa Population and 
Occupation graphs for all students to see. You could also hand out 
individual copies of the graphs. 

Explain to students that bar graphs help people compare the size of 
different groups. In these graphs, each is comparing different groups 
of people. We use words like “more, less, larger, smaller, the same, 
different” to describe the meanings.

Begin with the “Population of Iowa” graph. Model how to make a 
sentence out of the information in the graph. An example is, “This bar (point to appropriate bar on the graph) 
shows us the population of Iowa in 1900. This bar (pointing to the next bar on the graph) shows us the 
population of Iowa in 2019.  Because the bar on the right is larger than the bar on the left, we can say that the 
population of Iowa is bigger in 2019 than in 1900.”

Students will create statements of comparison for the other three bar graphs. Try scaffolding the questions to 
help them understand each part and then making a generalization about the graph as a whole.  

Create a classroom timeline if you do not have one already. This could be on a board, a piece of paper, 
whatever is available to you. Locate 1900 on the timeline, and discuss it in terms of “long ago” compared to 
“today.” Add context by explaining to students how people used horses as main modes of transportation, few 
homes had electricity and many kids in Iowa attended one room schools in 1900. But homes were made of 
metal and steel, not sod or logs.

Instructions continued on next page

1

Iowa Population and Top Occupations in 1900

Unit Compelling Question
How do Iowans work to provide for 
themselves, their families and their 
communities?

? Unit Supporting Question
How did Iowans make a living to support their 
families and communities in 1900 according to 
census records?

Overview
Students will use four bar graphs to compare statistical information about the Iowa population and 
workforce in 1900. 

Since 1900, the United States Census Bureau has been tracking occupational (job) statistics. This 
collection of graphs show some of the basic occupational information from that year: population of 
Iowa in 1900 compared to 1919, the number of men in the workforce compared to the number of 
women in the workforce, the percentage of females in top occupations and the percentage of males 
in top occupations. Students will put the year 1900 into historical context of “long ago” by locating that 
year on a classroom timeline.

?

PART 1 INSTRUCTIONS

Materials
 •  Iowa Population and 
Occupation graphs

 • Classroom timeline 

Instructions

2

3

5

4
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Iowa Population and Top Occupations in 1900

PART 1 INSTRUCTIONS

Suggested Step: Write these generalization statements from Step 4 on sticky notes and put them on the graph. 
Use this math standard (1.MD.C.4 ) to complete this task. Organize, represent and interpret data with up to 
three categories: ask and answer questions about the total number of data points, how many in each category 
and how many more or less are in one category than in another.

Formative Assessment: Observe students as they compare information in the graphs. Are they understanding 
how two number sets compare? Listen to students as they answer and talk through any important 
misconceptions.

6

7

Instructions continued
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Iowa Population and Occupation Graphs PART 1

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the U.S. Census Bureau
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Display and read aloud The Goldfinch essay, “Farm Women.” Pause to 
discuss, as necessary. Ask students to retell what parts of the essay help 
them visualize what farm life was like in 1900. You will circle information 
from the essay related to students’ observations.

Repeat Step 1 with The Goldfinch essay, “Hired Girls and Boys.” 

Now, you will introduce the primary sources to the class. Begin by 
displaying source 1, “Man Plowing With Two-Horse Team, 1900.” Read 
the source background (above) to students. One at a time, ask them to 
make observations about what they see and how it relates to farming. 
Circle these observations on the image with a marker or highlighter.  

Instructions continued on next page

1

People at Work on the Farm

Unit Compelling Question
How do Iowans work to provide for 
themselves, their families and their 
communities?

? Unit Supporting Question
How did Iowans make a living to support their 
families and communities in 1900 according 
to census records?

Source Backgrounds
Source 1: In 1900, most people in Iowa lived and worked on farms.  From about 1850 to 1880, many people moved 
to the new state of Iowa and either bought land at a very good price ($1.25 an acre) or signed up for 160 acres 
for free through the Homestead Act. Andrew Orm Larson took this photograph of an Iowa farmer out plowing in 
preparation for planting the next crop in 1900.

Source 2: Farming was a very big job around 1900, requiring lots of hours and a great deal of hard work. Farmers 
typically raised crops such as corn, soybeans, and oats, and livestock such as cows, horses, hogs, and chickens. 
Often many people were needed to finish all of the jobs on a farm, and many times several family members all 
worked together to make the farm a success. This farmer, photographed in 1895, is seen with an empty bushel 
basket that likely carried the corn he brought to feed the hogs.

Source 3: Part of women’s work on a frontier farm was taking care of livestock that provided food for her family.  
Milking was done twice a day, and then the milk had to be separated from the cream. Some farms used an icebox to 
keep milk and cream cold, but others used a cold spot in a nearby stream or a root cellar to keep the dairy products 
longer. The cow in this 1900 photo is tied to the log fence with a rope. Often it was the kids’ job to bring the cow 
from the pasture when it was time for milking.

Overview
In 1900, many Iowans worked on a farm to support their family and community. Analyze the primary 
sources to describe what life was like in 1900 for farm families in Iowa.

?

PART 2 INSTRUCTIONS

Materials
 •  Three primary source 
images

 •  “Farm Women” essay 
from The Goldfinch

 •  “Hired Girls and Boys” 
essay from The Goldfinch

 •  Markers or highlighters

Instructions

2

3



12

READ IOWA HISTORY

People at Work on the Farm

PART 2 INSTRUCTIONS

Repeat Step 3 with the following two primary sources, “Man Feeding Pigs in the Barnyard, ca. 1895” and 
“Mountain Milk Maids, 1900.” Consider having students make observations with a partner and then reporting 
back to the class.

Formative Assessment: While gathered as a class, ask students to “think, pair, share” to describe what life 
was like for Iowa farm families in 1900. Listen to students as they answer and talk through any important 
misconceptions.

4

Instructions continued

5
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“Farm Women” Essay from The Goldfinch PART 2

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, “Farm Women,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 8, No. 2, pp. 9, 1986
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“Hired Girls and Boys” Essay from The Goldfinch PART 2

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, “Hired Girls and Boys,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 8, No. 2, pp.8, 1986
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Farmer Plowing with a Two-Horse Team, ca. 1900 PART 2

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Larson, Andrew Orm, ca. 1900
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Man Feeding Pigs in the Barnyard, ca. 1895 PART 2

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, ca. 1895



17

Mountain Milk Maids, ca. 1900 PART 2

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Jackson, William H., “Mountain milk maids,” ca. 1900
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Display and read aloud The Goldfinch essay, “In the Millinery Shop.” 
Pause to discuss, as necessary. Ask students to retell what parts of the 
essay help them visualize what 1900 factory and store work was like. 
Circle information from the essay related to students’ observations.

Repeat Step 1 with The Goldfinch essay, “Muscatine’s Pearl Button Factory.” 

Now, you will introduce the primary sources. Begin by displaying source 
1, “Men Outside the Des Moines Brick Company, ca. 1900.” Read the 
source background (above) aloud to students. One at a time, ask them 
to make observations about what they see and how it relates to factory 
work. Circle these observations on the image.

Instructions continued on next page

1

People at Work in Factories and Stores

Unit Compelling Question
How do Iowans work to provide for 
themselves, their families and their 
communities?

? Unit Supporting Question
How did Iowans make a living to support their 
families and communities in 1900 according 
to census records?

Source Backgrounds
Source 1: General laborers did many things such as make bricks, operate a saw mill, build roads, paint buildings 
or several other jobs. Many of these workers were called “day laborers” and hired to complete a specific job. This 
image shows men outside the Des Moines Brick Company in 1900.

Source 2: Stores in 1900 were smaller than most of the stores we see today. In small towns, stores carried products 
such as clothes, food, wagon/machine/auto parts, dishes, tools and hats. In cities, stores specialized in certain 
kinds of products. This image shows the E.J. Crane Store in Richmond, Virginia. This specialty shop focused on 
watchmaking and jewelry.

Source 3: Carpenters built things such as furniture, tools, and buildings. Some carpentry projects were small, such 
as fixing a chair, and some were large, such as building a multi-story building. This image shows two men training to 
become carpenters by learning to use a saw to cut wood and a plane to make the wood smooth.

Source 4: As fashions became more elaborate and railroad systems made them more available throughout the 
United States, dressmakers transitioned from sewing by hand to using a sewing machine. In this image, Angelina 
Guinzali, 15 years old, is working as a dressmaker for Madame Ball, a dressmaker in Boston, Massachusetts.

Overview
In 1900, many Iowans worked in factories making goods such as cars, bricks and buttons or in stores 
selling goods such as food, shoes and furniture. Students will use primary sources to describe what 
working in stores and factories was like for Iowans at the beginning of the 20th Century.

?

PART 3 INSTRUCTIONS

Materials
 •  Four primary source 
images

 •  “In the Millinery Shop” 
essay from The Goldfinch

 •  “Muscatine’s Pearl 
Button Factory” essay 
from The Goldfinch

 •  Markers or highlighters

Instructions

2

3
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People at Work in Factories and Stores

PART 3 INSTRUCTIONS

Repeat Step 3 with the following two primary sources, “E.J. Crane, Watchmaker and Jewelry Store, in 
Richmond, Virginia, 1899” and “Dressmaker Angelina Guinzali in Boston, Massachusetts, January 25, 
1917.” Consider having students make observations with a partner and then reporting back to the class.

Formative Assessment: While gathered as a class, ask students to “think, pair, share” to describe what working 
in factories and stores was like in 1900. Listen to students as they answer and talk through any important 
misconceptions.

Instructions continued

4

5
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“In the Millinery Shop” Essay from The Goldfinch PART 3

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, “In the Millinery Shop,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 8, No. 2, pp. 13, 1986
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“In the Millinery Shop” Essay from The Goldfinch PART 3

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, “In the Millinery Shop,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 8, No. 2, pp. 14, 1986
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“Muscatine’s Pearl Button Factory” Essay from 
The Goldfinch

PART 3

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, “Muscatine's Pearl Button Factory,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 8, No. 2, pp. 16, 1986
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“Muscatine’s Pearl Button Factory” Essay from 
The Goldfinch

PART 3

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, “Muscatine's Pearl Button Factory,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 8, No. 2, pp. 17, 1986
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Men Outside the Des Moines Brick Company, ca. 1900 PART 3

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, ca. 1900
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E.J. Crane, Watchmaker and Jewelry Store, in Richmond, Virginia, 1899 PART 3

Courtesy of Library of Congress, “E.J. Crane, watchmaker and jewelry store with man working in window and man standing in doorway, Richmond, Virginia,” 1899
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Carpentering, November 1918 PART 3

Courtesy of Library of Congress, “Carpentering,” November 1918
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Dressmaker Angelina Guinzali in Boston, Massachusetts,  
January 25, 1917

PART 3

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Jackson, William H., “Mountain milk maids,” ca. 1900
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Display and read aloud The Goldfinch essay, “Slates and Blackboards.” 
Pause to discuss, as necessary. Ask students to retell what parts of the 
essay help them visualize what it was like to work in schools in 1900. 
Circle information from the essay related to students’ observations.

Now, you will introduce the primary source. Begin by displaying 
the image, “Teacher and Students at Whittier Primary School in 
Hampton, Virginia, ca. 1899.” Read the source background (above) 
aloud to students. One at a time, ask them to make observations about 
what it was like to work in schools in 1900. Circle these observations on 
the image with a marker or highlighter. 

Formative Assessment: While gathered as a class, ask students to 
“think, pair, share” to describe what work in schools was like in 1900. 
Listen to students as they answer and talk through any important 
misconceptions.

People at Work in Schools

Unit Compelling Question
How do Iowans work to provide for 
themselves, their families and their 
communities?

? Unit Supporting Question
How did Iowans make a living to support their 
families and communities in 1900 according 
to census records?

Source Background
By 1900, more children in Iowa were going to school. In rural areas, a one-room school had many grades learning 
together with one teacher. In urban areas a teacher had a class of students who were all in the same grade level. 
This image shows teachers with pupils at Whittier Primary School in Hampton, Virginia, around 1899. Students 
learned reading, writing and arithmetic and sometimes geography, needlepoint or Bible lessons. In rural areas, 
children were not required by law to attend school until 1902, and many of them stayed home to help with work on 
the farm.

Overview
In 1900, many Iowans, especially women, worked as teachers in schools. Students will use primary 
sources to describe what working in schools was like for Iowans at the beginning of the 20th Century.

?

PART 4 INSTRUCTIONS

Materials
 •  “Slates and Blackboards” 
essay from The Goldfinch 

 •  “Teacher and Students 
at Whittier Primary 
School in Hampton, 
Virginia” image 

 • Markers or highlighters

Instructions

2

3

1
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“Slates and Blackboards” Essay from The Goldfinch PART 4

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, “Slates and Blackboards,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 8, No. 2, pp. 10, 1986
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“Slates and Blackboards” Essay from The Goldfinch PART 4

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, “Slates and Blackboards,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 8, No. 2, pp. 11, 
1986
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Teacher and Students at Whittier Primary School in Hampton, Virginia, 
ca. 1899

PART 4

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Johnston, Frances B. “Thanksgiving Day Lesson at Whittier,” ca. 1899
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Display The Goldfinch essay, “A Job for the Summer.” Explain to 
students that this text is historical fiction, not an informational article. 
Historical fiction means the author used true facts as part of the made-
up story. Read the text aloud and pause to discuss, as necessary. 

Ask students to retell what parts of the essay help them visualize what 
working in other people’s homes was like in 1900. Circle information 
from the essay related to students’ observations.

Now, you will introduce the primary sources. Begin by displaying 
source 1, “Servants in Bulloch Hall’s Dining Room.” Read the source 
background (above) aloud. One at a time, ask them to make observations 
about what working in other people’s homes was like in 1900. Circle 
these observations on the image with a marker or highlighter. 

Repeat Step 3 for the image, “Cook in White House Kitchen, ca. 1890.” Consider having students make 
observations with a partner and then reporting back to the class.

Formative Assessment: As a class, ask students to “think, pair, share” to describe what it was like to work in 
other people’s homes. Listen to students as they answer and talk through any important misconceptions.

1

5

People at Work in Domestic Service

Unit Compelling Question
How do Iowans work to provide for 
themselves, their families and their 
communities?

? Unit Supporting Question
How did Iowans make a living to support their 
families and communities in 1900 according 
to census records?

Source Backgrounds
Source 1: In 1900, servants took care of the household, like in this image, and sometimes the people who lived 
there. Servants might dust, mop floors, tend fires, run errands and do the shopping, wash laundry, help family 
members with what they needed and sometimes, do the cooking. Some servants lived with the family they worked 
for, and sometimes they lived in another house away from the family.

Source 2: In 1900, the work of housekeepers and servants probably looked very similar. In larger homes, more 
hired help meant that they could specialize and do certain tasks. A housekeeper would be in charge of taking care 
of the house, cleaning, decorating, repairing household items and sometimes, they were also the cook.  The cook in 
this image is from a very famous house, the White House in Washington, D.C., where the U.S. president lives.

Overview
In 1900, many Iowans, especially women, made a living as domestic workers. Students will use primary 
sources to describe what working in other people’s homes was like for Iowans in domestic service.

?

PART 5 INSTRUCTIONS

Materials
 •  “A Job for the Summer” 
essay from The Goldfinch

 • “Servants” image

 •  “Cook in White House 
Kitchen” image

 •  Markers or highlighters

Instructions

2

3

4
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“A Job for the Summer” Essay from The Goldfinch PART 5

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Frese, Millie K.,“A Job for the Summer,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 17, No. 4, pp. 27, 1996
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“A Job for the Summer” Essay from The Goldfinch PART 5

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Frese, Millie K.,“A Job for the Summer,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 17, No. 4, pp. 27, 1996
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“A Job for the Summer” Essay from The Goldfinch PART 5

Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, 1913
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Iowa, Frese, Millie K.,“A Job for the Summer,” The Goldfinch, Vol. 17, No. 4, pp. 27, 1996
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Servants in Bulloch Hall’s Dining Room in Roswell, Georgia, March 27, 1907 PART 5

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Paxton, William M., “The house maid,” between 1900 and 1920
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Cook in White House Kitchen, ca. 1890 PART 5

Courtesy of Library of Congress, Johnston, Frances B., “Cook in White House kitchen,” ca. 1890
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Lesson Summative Assessment

Proficient
Claim shows understanding of how Iowans made a living in 1900 compared to today 
(possible answers: people did more of the work and not machines, kids did many 
jobs, was the same kind of job as some people do today, etc.)

Developing Mixture of some accurate and some inaccurate ideas

Beginning Unable to write/draw any ideas in the given time and/or ideas are very inaccurate

ASSESSMENT

Unit Compelling Question
How do Iowans work to provide for 
themselves, their families and their 
communities?

Unit Supporting Question
How did Iowans make a living to support their 
families and communities in 1900 according 
to census records?

? ?

Distribute the lesson summative assessment worksheet to each student or set up a rotating station where 
each student dictates their answers to an adult. 

This assessment has two parts. First, students will look at a primary source image that shows a work setting 
from each of the places talked about in this unit (school, store, home, factory and farm). They will draw a line to 
connect the photo to its correct label. This measures understanding of historical context and specifically place.  

Then for the second part, students will write or dictate a claim about how work in 1900 compares to work 
today. This measures students’ ability to compare and contrast life today with life long ago. 

Assessment Scoring Options

1

Instructions

3

2
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This is an example worksheet that corresponds with the instructions for the lesson summative assessment. This 
version of the worksheet is for you, the educator, to fill out, add notes and utilize. A version of this worksheet is 
available for reproduction to students in this topic’s Student Materials PDF.

Lesson Summative Assessment Worksheet

LESSON SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT WORKSHEET

Directions: Draw a line from the photograph to the word that tells where that kind of work is 
happening. 

School

Store

Home

Factory

Farm

Directions: Write one sentence to answer the question below. 

How does work in 1900 compare to work today?

Courtesy of Library of Congress

Courtesy of Library of Congress

Courtesy of Library of Congress

Courtesy of Library of Congress

Courtesy of State Historical Society of Iowa
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Vocabulary Flashcards 

Goods Factory

PEOPLE AT WORK

READ  
IOWA 
HISTORY

READ  
IOWA 
HISTORY

READ  
IOWA 
HISTORY

READ  
IOWA 
HISTORY
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Factory Goods

A factory is a business where people use 
tools and machines to make lots of the 
same kind of good (product).

A good is an item that someone has 
made. Goods are items you buy, such 
as food, clothing, toys, furniture and 
toothpaste.



42

READ IOWA HISTORY

Additional Resources for Educators

People at Work Primary Source Set
This is a digital collection of primary and secondary sources that explores how work evolved for Americans from 
1900 to present-day.  
 
“Iowa: a State of Work,” from The Goldfinch, 1996
Amy Roth wrote this article for the Summer 1996 edition of The Goldfinch: Iowa History for Young People. This article 
explains different eras of work in Iowa over time, including in agriculture and manufacturing. 
 
Multiple Graphs, Charts and Graphics Featuring Iowa’s Population and Occupation 
Willis Goudy, a professor of sociology at Iowa State University, published his 2008 book, “Iowa’s Numbers: 150 Years 
of Decennial Census Data With a Glance to the Future.” Multiple charts and graphs from the book and other sources 
are looking at Iowa’s population and popular occupation in rural and urban areas in this additional resource. 
 
“Who Worked Where?” from The Goldfinch, 1996 
This excerpt from The Goldfinch: Iowa History for Young People includes a mapping activity to meet standard SS.1.16. 
and connect with this unit of study about work. 
 
Photo Collection: Top Ten Occupations for Men in Iowa (1900 to 2000) 
This document features images of the top 10 occupations self-reported by Iowans who identified as male for 1900, 
1950 and 2000.  
 
Photo Collection: Top Ten Occupations for Women in Iowa (1900-2000) 
This document features images of the top 10 occupations self-reported by Iowans who identified as female for 
1900, 1950 and 2000.

PEOPLE AT WORK

https://iowaculture.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/transportation-rural-and-urban-spaces
https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-work-stateatwork-source.pdf
https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-work-iowastate-additionalresources.pdf
https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-work-whowork-source.pdf
https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-work-photocollection-men.pdf
https://iowaculture.gov/sites/default/files/history-education-pss-work-photocollection-women.pdf

