
THE PROGRESSIVES AND 
THE 1920 CENSUS
TEACHER VERSION
Subject Level:

High School History

Grade Level:

11–12

Approx. Time Required:

45–60 minutes

Learning Objectives: 

•	 Students will be able to interpret a cartoon about the 1920 Census, explaining the caption 
and illustration in context.

•	 Students will be able to apply evidence drawn from a 1920 Census cartoon to major issues 
and themes of the Progressive movement.

•	 Students will be able to explain the role of census data in political movements.
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Activity Description
Students will interpret and analyze a political cartoon about the 1920 Census to better 

understand how the census was related to the Progressive movement of the early 20th 

century. In addition, students will use other historical information to make inferences and 

adopt a specific historical perspective. This activity would be most useful following a unit 

about the Progressives. 

Suggested Grade Level:
11–12

Approximate Time Required:
45–60 minutes

Learning Objectives:
•	 Students will be able to interpret a cartoon about the 1920 Census, explaining the caption and 

illustration in context.
•	 Students will be able to apply evidence drawn from a 1920 Census cartoon to major issues and 

themes of the Progressive movement.
•	 Students will be able to explain the role of census data in political movements. 

Topics: 
•	 Changes in the 1920s
•	 Immigration
•	 Political cartoons
•	 Progressive movement

Skills Taught:
•	 Adopting a historical 

perspective
•	 Analyzing a political 

cartoon
•	 Making inferences

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Materials Required:
The student version of this activity, 15 pages

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity. Items, their sources, and any relevant instructions for viewing them 
online appear at the end of this teacher version. 

•	 Item 1: 1920 Decennial Census Political Cartoon

•	 Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census

•	 Country of Birth of the Foreign-Born Population 

•	 Year of Immigration of the Foreign-Born Population 

•	 Number and Percentage Illiterate  

For more information to help you introduce your students to the Census Bureau, read 
“Census Bureau 101 for Students.” This information sheet can be printed and passed out to your students as well.

Standards Addressed
See charts below. For more information about the standards, read 
“Overview of Education Standards and Guidelines Addressed in Statistics in Schools Activities.” 

Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, 
Science, and Technical Subjects

Standard Strand Cluster

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.7

Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information 
presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, 
quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to address 
a question or solve a problem.

RH 11–12 – History/
Social Studies 

Integration of Knowledge 
and Ideas

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.9

Integrate information from diverse sources, both 
primary and secondary, into a coherent understanding 
of an idea or event, noting discrepancies among 
sources.

RH 11–12 – History/
Social Studies 

Integration of Knowledge 
and Ideas

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/about/census-bureau-101-for-students.html
http://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/standards.html
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/11-12/7/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/11-12/9/


CENSUS.GOV/SCHOOLS� HISTORY  |  PAGE 3

THE PROGRESSIVES AND THE 1920 CENSUS� TEACHER VERSION

UCLA National Standards for History: U.S. History Content Standards

Era Standard

7 – The Emergence of Modern 
America (1890–1930)

Standard 1: How Progressives and others addressed problems of industrial 
capitalism, urbanization, and political corruption.

UCLA National Standards for History: Historical Thinking Standards

Standard Description

3 – Historical Analysis and 
Interpretation

Consider multiple perspectives. Students will consider the different 
perspectives related to immigration during the Progressive movement.

Bloom’s Taxonomy
Students will analyze primary sources. 

Creating

Evaluating

Analyzing

Applying

Understanding

Remembering

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/us-history-content-standards/united-states-era-7
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/us-history-content-standards/united-states-era-7
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/historical-thinking-standards/3.-historical-analysis-and-interpretation
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Teacher Notes

Before the Activity
Students must understand the following key terms:

• Immigration – movement of people into a country

• Progressives – a group of reformers in the late 19th century who introduced a variety of responses to the
economic and social problems that rapid industrialization brought to America; Progressivism began as a
social movement and grew into a political movement

Students should have a basic understanding of the following ideas and concepts:

• Progressives and the societal issues of the early 1900s – The Progressives were not a unified group with
a specific agenda, and during 1900 and 1910 they were, in general, focused on improving society.

• Apportionment of the U.S. House of Representatives – For more information, visit
www.census.gov/population/apportionment/about/history.html.

• Decennial census – Every 10 years, the U.S. Census Bureau conducts the census, which counts all U.S.
residents (according to where they resided on April 1 of that census year). Data are collected from every
address in the country. Students should know that the 1920 Census was conducted at the end of the
Progressive movement.

During the Activity
Teachers should go over the types of information that the Census Bureau gathers so that students can see 
a connection between the census and the goals of the Progressives; this connection is directly addressed in 
questions 5–7 of the activity.

After the Activity
After students answer question 7, the last in the activity, teachers should instruct them to talk about their 
answers with a partner. Teachers should lead a class discussion on this question following the partner 
discussion. 

Teachers could also lead a whole-group discussion about the role of statistics and data in political rhetoric 
today.  

Extension Ideas 
Teachers could ask students to create their own political cartoon capturing present-day political issues and/or 
the current work of the Census Bureau.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Student Activity
Click here to download a printable version for students.

Student Learning Objectives 
•	 I will be able to interpret a cartoon about the 1920 Census, explaining the caption and illustration in 

context.

•	 I will be able to apply evidence drawn from a 1920 Census cartoon to major issues and themes of the 
Progressive movement.

•	 I will be able to explain the role of census data in political movements.

Warmup: In the late 1800s, the United States experienced rapid industrial growth. What were the advantages 
and disadvantages of this growth?

Ask students to discuss with each other in small groups or pairs. 

Student answers may vary. Advantages could include the following: A growing population led to a 
growing need for goods, a need for new inventions (telephone, light bulb, telegraph), and transportation 
improvements. Disadvantages could include: trouble keeping up with demand for basic needs and 
resistance to change.

1.	 Brainstorm a list of problems that the Progressives of the early 20th century wanted to “fix.”

Student answers may vary but could include the following: overcrowded urban areas, pollution, 
employee exploitation, dangerous workplaces, industries controlled by powerful monopolies, child 
labor, women’s limited rights.

2.	 Examine Item 1: 1920 Decennial Census Political Cartoon. Describe the scene.

The cartoon shows two men and a small bear that holds a measuring tape. The man who looks like 
“Uncle Sam” is suggesting that it is time to measure the man with glasses again.

3.	 Who — or what — do you think the man with glasses represents? Why would he need to be “measured 
again”? (Hint: Think about political representation.) Who — or what — do you think the bear represents? 

The man with glasses represents the U.S. House of Representatives, as the label on his vest 
indicates. He needs to be measured again so that the number of seats in the House can be 
reapportioned to reflect changes in state populations. 

The bear likely represents President Theodore Roosevelt, a leader in the Progressive movement 
whose name inspired the “Teddy bear.”

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/programs-surveys/sis/activities/history/hh-4_student.pdf
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4.	 What might the number written underneath “14th Census” on the sign represent? How could this number 
relate to immigration, one of the major issues of the period?

The number represents the total population in the United States, as measured by the 
14th decennial census in 1920. There were spikes in immigration in the late 1800s and early 1900s, 
so the cartoon suggests that the census would reveal major changes in the population that would 
also affect representation in the House of Representatives.

•	 Imagine that you are an anti-immigrant activist in the 1920s. Use Item 2: Information About the 1920 
Census to support your position on immigration. Be sure to cite specific data.

Student answers may vary, but students should cite data that show an increase in the immigrant 
population in 1920. Students could argue that increased immigration put a major strain on U.S. 
resources due to overcrowding.

•	 Imagine that you are an industrial leader in favor of immigration in the 1920s. Again, use Item 2: 
Information About the 1920 Census to support your position. Be sure to cite specific data.

Student answers may vary but should include data from Item 2. Students could link increased 
immigration to a larger labor force, meaning a greater potential for productivity and a more 
prosperous economy.

5.	 U.S. cities grew rapidly in the late 19th and early 20th centuries due to immigration; this brought about 
a host of problems associated with overcrowding. What data from Item 2: Information About the 1920 
Census could the Progressives have used to help them illustrate the problems related to urbanization?

Student answers may vary. Students might cite data showing many immigrants in certain states 
and regions; these data could be used to point out the areas that need more government resources 
to support the immigrant population.

6.	 Political corruption was rampant in the United States in the early 1900s, and the Progressives worked 
to address it. How could they have used information from the 1920 Census to help them battle political 
corruption? Use data from Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census to support your answer. 

Student answers may vary. Students might cite data showing many immigrants in certain states 
and regions, explaining that some politicians targeted certain areas with large numbers of 
immigrants to inaccurately accuse them of committing voter fraud.

7.	 What role do census data have in political reform movements — historically and today? Cite specific 
examples to support your answer.

Student answers may vary. Here’s a sample answer: The Census Bureau provides data that can be 
used to reflect on past problems and anticipate future challenges. For example, population data 
from the census can be used to make the case for needed government services in certain areas.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: 1920 Decennial Census Political Cartoon

Obtained from U.S. Senate. Office of Senate Curator. Series (12/18/1920): Clifford K. Berryman Political Cartoon 
Collection, 1896–1949. Record Group 46: Records of the U.S. Senate, 1789–2015.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census

Country of Birth of the Foreign-Born Population

www2.census.gov/prod2/decennial/documents/41084484v2ch08.pdf 

To view the document electronically, click on the link above and see Pages 3–8 and 11 of the PDF.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www2.census.gov/prod2/decennial/documents/41084484v2ch08.pdf
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Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census (Continued)

Country of Birth of the Foreign-Born Population

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census (Continued) 

Country of Birth of the Foreign-Born Population

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census (Continued) 

Country of Birth of the Foreign-Born Population

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census (Continued) 

Country of Birth of the Foreign-Born Population

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census (Continued) 

Country of Birth of the Foreign-Born Population

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census (Continued) 

Country of Birth of the Foreign-Born Population

http://www.census.gov/schools


CENSUS.GOV/SCHOOLS� HISTORY  |  PAGE 15

THE PROGRESSIVES AND THE 1920 CENSUS� TEACHER VERSION

Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census (Continued) 

Year of Immigration of the Foreign-Born Population

www2.census.gov/prod2/decennial/documents/41084484v2ch09.pdf 

To view the document electronically, click on the link above and see Pages 5, 8, and 22 of the PDF.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www2.census.gov/prod2/decennial/documents/41084484v2ch09.pdf
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Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census (Continued)

Year of Immigration of the Foreign-Born Population

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census (Continued) 

Year of Immigration of the Foreign-Born Population

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: Information About the 1920 Census (Continued) 

Number and Percentage Illiterate

www2.census.gov/prod2/decennial/documents/41084484v2ch14.pdf

To view the document electronically, click on the link above and see Page 10 of the PDF. 

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www2.census.gov/prod2/decennial/documents/41084484v2ch14.pdf



