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I find this era particularly fascinating because so much of the infrastructure

that our students know today originated during the Progressive era: 

universal childhood education; the professions of social work, architecture,

and city planning; dams, water management, and public control of utilities;

and government concern for individuals’ well-being, including protection

for workers and families or concern for public health. Public policy that

establishes protection for women and minorities is another legacy of these

years, as is government intervention in environmental planning. These are

great “handles” for getting students involved in the “what if” of history—

what would be different if today’s children did not attend school, but 

went instead to work in factories? Is it a good thing to have the 

government keep track of public health issues such as the safety of 

the food we eat? What do agencies such as the Centers for Disease 

Control and the Food and Drug Administration do, and how does their

work benefit our daily lives? 

Today, we take identity- and interest-group politics—and political 

lobbying—for granted. We might ask students to name interest groups 

that reflect their own concerns or sense of identity. We could discuss with

them areas that work in American society today. Students might also 

enjoy speculating about how Progressives such as Jane Addams, 

Margaret Sanger, Woodrow Wilson, or Ida Wells Barnett might 

address today’s areas of concern.
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Students light up as they see 

connections between the world

they inhabit today and events 

in their nation’s history. 

They understand why 

history matters.
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