
U.S. History — DeNardo 

The Gilded Age (1870-1900) & the Progressive Era (1900-1920) 
 During this unit, our class will examine the economic transformation of the United States in the late 1800’s and 

how this changed American society and politics.  During this time, the country shifted very quickly from a mainly rural 

farming nation into a country dominated by cities and factories.  At this time of rapid change, the nation was prospering 

financially and many individuals became fabulously wealthy.  To support the growing economy, more new immigrants 
made their way to this country than ever before, greatly increasing the ethnic and cultural diversity of the U.S.  Also, it 

was a time when new technologies and growing cities were altering many aspects of daily life for average Americans.  
These various shifts caused great upheavals as the United States redefined itself into a modern technological, multi-

cultural, industrial giant. 

 As with most historic changes, the industrialization, urbanization and immigration patterns of the late 1800's 
had both positive and negative impacts on our nation.  Noting the many contradictions of the era, the famous author 

Mark Twain referred to this period as a “Gilded Age” in America. Something that is “gilded” shines like gold on the 

surface, but has a core that is far less valuable.  Twain believed that America’s growing wealth masked many deeper, 
serious problems – hence he titled a book he wrote about the period the “Gilded Age – A Tale of Today”.  To what extent 

was his title the “Gilded Age” valid for this time period is a question we will be considering. 
 As the 20th Century dawned many in the United States were not happy with the state of the nation.  The abuses of the 

so-called “Gilded Age” inspired many citizens to start taking action.   A variety of reform movements gained strength at this 

time and women were the backbone of many of these campaigns.  These crusades had different motivations, but were united in 
the desire to repair what they saw as the defects in American democracy.  Change was pushed forward by vocal journalists 

and citizen activists, not just elected politicians.  In sharp contrast to the laissez faire Gilded Age, these new reformers saw 
government action (new state and federal laws) as the best way to change the country for the better.  These diverse crusades 

of the early 20th Century came to be called the “Progressive Movement” because they all favored change.  “Progressives”, 

as these activists were called, generally sought to make politics more democratic, business more fair and society more moral.  
These progressive goals were believed to be attainable through increased government oversight and involvement in people’s 

daily lives. 

Not all in the nation benefited from these various reform movements, however.  Most notably, African-Americans, 
despite the legal end of slavery fifty years earlier, were still kept out of the mainstream of American society and saw few 

benefits from the reforms of the time.  

 

 

                                                                   Essential Questions 

How can rapid economic changes affect the lives of average citizens in both positive and negative ways? 

Is “The Gilded Age” a valid title for this period in American history?  Why or why not? 

How did the Gilded Age give rise to Progressive reform? 

How did Progressive reformers use government to bring about change & how effective were their efforts?   

 
Text HW #1:  Textbook pp. 169-181 & 201-203 Due Fri. 9/27 
1. Explain why Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller would support Social Darwinism and vertical integration.  

2. What did the Knights of Labor and the American Federation of Labor have in common and how were they different? 

3. How did the government react to major strikes in the late 1800’s? (discuss specific strikes in your answer) 

4. What did the Social Gospel Movement & settlement houses do to try and combat the problems of the urban poor? 
 

 

Text HW #2:  Textbook pp. 233-236, 253-262, 269-275   Due Fri. 10/4 
1. Discuss THREE examples of progressive political (government) reform efforts. 

2. Describe how the Progressive Era ended in the triumph of women’s suffrage. 

3. Discuss TWO significant progressive actions that Theodore Roosevelt took during his presidency. 

4. Discuss progressive reforms made during the presidency of Woodrow Wilson to regulate big corporations and banks. 

5. Describe how so-called Progressive presidents Teddy Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson failed to deliver reform for blacks. 
 

Unit Assignments/Activities: 
Industrialization Document Analysis:  Due Mon. 9/23 

Urbanization Computer Assignment:  Due Tues. 9/24 

Textbook Assignment on the Gilded Age (see above): Due Fri. 9/27 

Textbook Assignment on the Progressive Era (see above):  Due Fri. 10/4 

Progressive Reformers Press Conference: Wed. 10/9 

Unit Test:  Wed. 10/16 


