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   Who Will Win the Nobel Prize for Progressive Reform? 

       Your Progressive Reformer has been nominated for a special lifetime Progressive Nobel Prize.  You have been 

invited to a press conference to make your case that your progressive reformer has done the most to make America 

better. 

       “Progressivism” meant different things to different people.   Are the other reformers “true progressives?” Your 

job will be to assert that your reformer is doing the best at fixing America’s problems and that the others, while 

admirable, are focusing on the wrong things. 

       Within your group, one of you will role play the progressive reformer herself/himself, one of you will be the 

press agent introducing the reformer at the press conference, and all other group members will be reporters who 

will be able to ask questions of the reformers.  Your group’s goal is to win the Nobel Prize for your reformer. 

       The most important factor to consider in this activity (and the one weighed most heavily in your grade) is your 

ability to clearly demonstrate an understanding of the motivations and accomplishments of the reformer you are 

assigned.  Humor and dramatic skills are encouraged and welcomed, but are not a substitute for substance. 

 

To prepare, do the following:   

Actor:  

Read the biography of the reformer you are role-playing and complete the worksheet on page 3 of your packet.  

Write a brief opening speech of 5 sentences about why you deserve the Nobel Prize in Progressivism.  Create one 

substantial positive question that you would like one of your reporters to ask you during the press conference to 

highlight a key point that you want to emphasize.  Finally, carefully and thoughtfully predict three critical questions 

that might come up from opposing reporters that you might be asked during the press conference that downplay or 

reject your worthiness to win this Nobel Prize.  Then carefully and thoughtfully prepare a response to each question 

(3-5 sentences each) so that you are prepared for it: 

 

Press Agent:  
Read the biography of the reformer you are introducing and complete the worksheet on page 3 of your packet.  

Next, create two substantial positive questions that you would like your reporters to ask your reformer during the 

press conference, that will highlight key points that you want your reformer to emphasize, that will help make the 

case that your reformer deserves the Nobel Prize for Progressivism: Finally, create a one-half page inspirational 

biography about your reformer that you will use to introduce the reformer at the press conference.  It should be 

exciting and informative and should make the case that your reformer should get the Nobel Prize for doing the best 

at fixing the problems of America.  Also, be ready to confer with and help out your reformer if he/she gets stuck 

during the press conference. 

 

Reporters: 
First, read the biography of the reformer you are supporting and complete the worksheet on page 3 of your packet.  

Next, read the biography of the competing progressive reformer on page 4 and complete the summary worksheet on 

him/her on page 5.  Finally, write three well-thought out critical questions to ask the competing reformer during the 

press conference.  While acknowledging--not disrespecting--the accomplishments of the competing reformer, use 

your questions to help make the case that your reformer has been the best at fixing the problems of America. 
 

 

 

 



 

Name ________________________________ 

 

Biographical Briefing on Jane Addams 
Jane Addams was the best-known and most progressive reformer of her day.  She did not have just one 

cause she fought for—she tirelessly fought for many.  She became the most admired woman in America.  A visitor 

called her “the only saint the United States has produced.”  Well, she wasn’t a saint, but she was an intelligent, 

determined, college-educated woman who got things done.  Addams’ ancestors had come to Pennsylvania in the 

days of William Penn in the 1680s.  By the time she was born the family had moved west, to Illinois.  Her father, an 

Illinois state senator and friend of Abraham Lincoln, was a wealthy man.  But that didn’t mean she had an easy 

childhood. Jane’s mother died when she was two.  Then Jane got tuberculosis, a common disease in those days.  It 

left her with a crooked spine.  That handicap helped her understand people who had problems.  Still, Jane Addams 

could have had a life of parties and ease.  She chose not to.  She chose to help others.  

A place called Hull House is where she centered her work.   In 1889 she bought a rundown red-brick house, 

with white columns on the porch, in Chicago, right in the middle of the slums.  Then Jane and her friend Ellen Starr 

got to work with paintbrushes and rags and cleaned up the house.  It had been built by a Mr. Hull, so they named it 

Hull House.  All the neighbors were curious.  Why would anyone live in the slums if they didn’t have to?  The 

answer was that she wanted to help make a better life for the thousands of immigrants pouring into Chicago.  

Chicago slums were dirty and full of crime.  And Addams didn’t want to be an outsider.  If she was to help people 

she needed to know them; she needed to be a neighbor.  Jane Addams turned Hull House into a place where people 

could learn to speak English, get care for their children, take painting lessons, go to a concert, exercise in a gym, or 

act on a stage.  It was a place where they could get together with friends and take pride in their heritage.  There 

were German nights at Hull House when German newcomers sang and danced and put on costumes from the old 

country.  There were Polish nights, and Italian nights, and Russian nights. 

Hull House was so successful that it grew until there were 13 buildings and a staff of 65.   Ultimately it 

included a music school, library, meeting rooms, lunchroom, playground, and offered a summer camp.   About 50 

people lived there.  Some of them were writers or artists.  Some were homeless.  At dinnertime, the dining room 

might be filled with neighbors and political leaders and renowned philosophers.  Hull House was visited each week 

by over 2000 people.   

Like many cities of that time, the neighborhood around Hull House was full of garbage. Garbage stinks and 

brings rats.  What did Addams do about it?  She got herself appointed a city garbage inspector.  Then she got up 

every morning at 6 A.M. and rode on a garbage truck, making sure the streets were clean.   

Addams did incredible work for children.  She started clubs at Hull House so that working boys and girls 

could have fun and learn, too.  She worked to get child-labor laws passed to make it illegal for children to work 

long days.  She started what was called “the play movement”, arguing that play and recreation programs were badly 

needed because the cities were destroying the spirit of the youth.   Chicago built its first public playground because 

of her efforts.  She served on the Chicago school board and got new schools built. 

When children committed crimes in the 19th century, they were treated like adults.  Few people understood 

that children’s problems are different from adults’.  Jane Addams understood.  She helped establish the first 

juvenile court in the United States.   

She also helped pass the first tenement house regulations, which became a model for the nation, and the 

first law requiring factory inspections to check for cleanliness and working conditions. 

 Along with all the services she provided, Addams made Hull House a center for research.  Staff members 

used it as a base to conduct investigations on housing, fatigue, tuberculosis, typhoid, garbage collection, 

overcrowding, and illiteracy.  Addams also gave countless lectures on college campuses around the country, talking 

about what they were doing at Hull House, and urging others to do service for their country. 

The things Addams did took courage and energy.  She had plenty of both.  Because of that she attracted 

some of the most interesting people of the day to Hull House.  Many famous reformers spent time working there, 

including child labor reform leader Florence Kelley and Frances Perkins, who later became Secretary of Labor (and 

the first-ever woman Cabinet member) during the presidency of Franklin Roosevelt.  A historian has written that 

“the Hull House community was perhaps the most formidable group of intellectuals and social activists gathered in 

this country since Jefferson’s dinners at the White House.” 

 Finally, Addams was also founder of the Peace Movement in the U.S.  She became an anti-war activist 

from 1899 as part of the anti-imperialism movement after the Spanish-American War.  She opposed U.S. 

participation in World War I and was highly criticized for it.  In the 1920s she fought for an international ban on 

poison gas and for agreements to outlaw war.   Later, in 1931 she became the first American woman to receive the 

Nobel Peace Prize.   



 

Your Name     ____________________________ 

Group Members’ Names    ______________________________________________________ 

 

Key motivations for your Progressive reformer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Accomplishments of your Progressive reformer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Progressive reformers were often fighting for very different things, but all of them believed they were trying to 

make America a better place.  Three major goals of progressives were to a) make politics more democratic, b) 

make business more fair, and c) to make society more moral.  Which one or more of these were goals of your 

particular progressive reformer?  Explain your answer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other Important Information you want to be sure to inform the class about: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Margaret Sanger Biography 
While other Progressive reformers certainly tackled worthy issues, Margaret Sanger had the courage and 

determination to fight for perhaps the most controversial issue of the era: a woman’s right to use birth control.  She 

did not have a lot of people to help her, but the founder of what became known as Planned Parenthood fought 

against enormous odds and played a profound role in making birth control available & in developing the pill itself.   

Born Margaret Higgins on September 14, 1879, in Corning, New York, she was one of 11 children born 

into a Roman Catholic working-class Irish American family. Her mother, Anne, had several miscarriages, and 

Margaret believed that all of these pregnancies took a toll on her mother's health and contributed to her early death 

at the age of 40. The family lived in poverty as her father, Michael, an Irish stonemason, preferred to drink and talk 

politics than earn a steady wage.  

Seeking a better life, Sanger attended Claverack College and Hudson River Institute in 1896. She went on 

to study nursing at White Plains Hospital four years later. In 1902, she married William Sanger, an architect. The 

couple eventually had three children together.   In 1910, the Sangers moved to New York City, settling in the 

Manhattan neighborhood of Greenwich Village. The area was a bohemian enclave known for its radical politics at 

the time, and the couple became immersed in that world. They socialized with the likes of writer Upton Sinclair and 

anarchist Emma Goldman. Sanger joined the Women's Committee of the New York Socialist Party and the Liberal 

Club. A supporter of the Industrial Workers of the World union, she participated in a number of strikes.  

Sanger started her campaign to educate women about sex in 1912 by writing a newspaper column called 

"What Every Girl Should Know." She also worked as a nurse on the Lower East Side, at the time a predominantly 

poor immigrant neighborhood. Through her work, Sanger treated a number of women who had undergone back-

alley abortions or tried to self-terminate their pregnancies. Sanger objected to the unnecessary suffering endured by 

these women, and she fought to make birth control information and contraceptives available. She also began 

dreaming of a "magic pill" to be used to control pregnancy. "No woman can call herself free until she can choose 

consciously whether she will or will not be a mother," Sanger said.  

In 1914, Sanger started a feminist publication called The Woman Rebel, which promoted a woman's right to 

have birth control. The monthly magazine landed her in trouble, as it was illegal to send out information on 

contraception through the mail. The Comstock Act of 1873 prohibited the trade in and circulation of "obscene and 

immoral materials." Championed by Anthony Comstock, the act included publications, devices, and medications 

related to contraception and abortion in its definition of obscene materials. It also made mailing and importing 

anything related to these topics a crime.  Rather than face a possible five-year jail sentence, Sanger fled to England. 

While there, she worked in the women's movement and researched other forms of birth control, including 

diaphragms, which she later smuggled back into the United States. She had separated from her husband by this 

time, and the two later divorced. Embracing the idea of free love, Sanger had affairs with psychologist Havelock 

Ellis and writer H. G. Wells. 

Sanger returned to the United States in October 1915, after charges against her had been dropped. She 

began touring to promote birth control, a term that she coined. In 1916, she opened the first birth control clinic in 

the United States. Sanger and her staff, including her sister Ethel, were arrested during a raid of the Brooklyn clinic 

nine days after it opened. They were charged with providing information on contraception and fitting women for 

diaphragms. Sanger and her sister spent 30 days in jail for breaking the Comstock law. Later appealing her 

conviction, she scored a victory for the birth control movement. The court wouldn't overturn the earlier verdict, but 

it made an exception in the existing law to allow doctors to prescribe contraception to their female patients for 

medical reasons. Around this time, Sanger also published her first issue of The Birth Control Review.  

In 1921, Sanger established the American Birth Control League, which later became known as Planned 

Parenthood. She served as its president until 1928. In 1923, while with the league, she opened the first legal birth 

control clinic in the United States. Wanting to advance her cause through legal channels, Sanger started the 

National Committee on Federal Legislation for Birth Control in 1929. The committee sought to make it legal for 

doctors to freely distribute birth control. One legal hurdle was overcome in 1936, when the U.S. Court of Appeals 

allowed for birth control devices and related materials to be imported into the country.  

Sanger stepped out of the spotlight for a time, choosing to live in Tucson, Arizona. Her retirement did not 

last long, however. She worked on the birth control issue in other countries in Europe and Asia, and she established 

the International Planned Parenthood Federation in 1952. Still seeking a "magic pill," Sanger recruited Gregory 

Pincus, a human reproduction expert, to work on the problem in the early 1950s. She found the necessary financial 

support for the project from Katharine McCormick, the International Harvester heiress. This research project would 

yield the first oral contraceptive, Enovid, which was approved by the Food and Drug Administration in 1960.  

 

http://www.biography.com/print/profile/margaret-sanger-9471186
http://www.biography.com/print/profile/margaret-sanger-9471186
http://www.biography.com/people/upton-sinclair-9484897
http://www.biography.com/people/emma-goldman-9314556


Key motivations for this opposing Progressive reformer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key Accomplishments of this opposing Progressive reformer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Progressive reformers were often fighting for very different things, but all of them believed they were trying to 

make America a better place.  Three major goals of progressives were to a) make politics more democratic, b) 

make business more fair, and c) to make society more moral.  Which one or more of these were goals of this 

particular progressive reformer?  Explain your answer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

In this space, write three well-thought out critical questions to ask the competing reformer during the press 

conference.  While acknowledging--not disrespecting--the accomplishments of the competing reformer, use your 

questions to help make the case that your reformer has been the best at fixing the problems of America. 
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