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LESSON PLAN
American Art - Steel Mill

General Information

Teacher Name: Sarah Valerio    Subject:  U.S. History, 8th grade

Topic:  The Steel Mill and Chicago: History in your backyard! Time Frame:  3-4 days/ 47-minute periods 

Guiding Questions:  How do we tell our story?

Goals, Standards and Vocabulary
Overview (How and where this art-integrated unit fits into the curriculum):  
These 3 lessons can be embedded into a larger unit on early 20th century America and the building of industry and cities. Additionally, they are 
directly connected to work with Steel Mill, a mural displayed at Lane Technical High School, Chicago, IL. Steel Mill was painted by Margaret Hittle 
(1886-1984) in 1909, oil on canvas, 5’ x 30’. 

Goals (What students will realize by using the art form to activate content area): 
After completing this lesson, students will have investigated three major primary sources (the Steel Mill mural, a 1909 article from the Chicago 
Daily Tribune, and Carl Sandburg’s poem “Smoke and Steel”) linked to Chicago history in the early 1900’s and analyzed their connections to the 
broader story of the emergence of the American steel industry.

Academic Standards and Descriptors: Illinois State Standards in the content area that this unit addresses. 
Stage H 

16A. Students who meet the standard apply the skills of historical analysis and interpretation.

 16.A.2c.  Ask questions and seek answers by collecting and analyzing data from historic documents, images and other literary and 
 non-literary sources

 16.A.4b. Compare competing historical interpretations of an event.

16C. Students who meet the standard understand the development of economic systems.

 16.C.2c (US).  Describe significant economic events including industrialization, immigration, the Great Depression, the shift to a service  
 economy and the rise of technology that influenced history from the industrial development era to the present.

Fine Arts Standards and Descriptors: Illinois State Standards in the fine arts that this unit addresses.  
Stage H 

27B.  Understand how the arts shape and reflect history, society and everyday life.

 27.B.5.  Analyze how the arts shape and reflect ideas, issues or themes in a particular culture or historical period.

 27 B.3 (Stage J).  Analyze how historical and cultural contexts influence arts processes and products (e.g., Reformation, patronage  
 system, invention of microphone, camera, and printing press, WPA).

Vocabulary Lists – Content and Art:  
Content – immigration, steel mill, foreman, Great Depression, steel industry, commission, Progressive Era, molten, gargantuan, ponderous, primary 
source document, commerce, Works Progress Administration (WPA), Federal Arts Project (FAP)

Art – mural, thematic ensemble, Andrew Carnegie, interior monologue  
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UNIT LAYOUT
Content and Art Making Activities 
American Art - Steel Mill

 

Day 1
Focus:  
Close Read – a close read of Steel Mill by Margaret Hittle. 

Materials Needed: 
Steel Mill reproduction, www.cpsarts.org, response journal, EAEC Close Read Teaching Strategy

Margaret Hittle (American, 1886-1984) 
Steel Mill 
Oil on canvas, 5’ x 30’ 
Lane Technical High School

Main Activity:  
Close Read and Jigsaw

Lead a Close Read of the Steel Mill. Begin with questions that work on observational skills. Ask the students to respond with “I see…” statements.

•	 What	elements/things	can	you	identify	in	the	mural?

•	 How	many	figures	do	you	see?

•	 What	are	they	doing?

•	 Where	are	the	figures?	Describe	the	space	they	are	in.

•	 What	colors,	lines,	and	shapes	do	you	see?

•	 Describe	the	light	in	this	scene.

Next, ask the students to make inferences. The students can predict and analyze what the artist is trying to convey. Ask the students to give 
supporting evidence from their observations.

•	 What	tells	you	that	they	are	in	a	factory?

•	 Who	are	the	workers?		Are	they	specific	individuals	or	general	types?

•	 Tell	me	about	their	work,	is	it	easy	or	hard?		What	makes	you	say	that?

•	 Does	the	artist	admire	hard	work?		How	can	you	tell?

•	 Did	the	artist	use	color	and	light	to	communicate	a	mood	or	feeling	about	the	steel	mill?	How?

•	 Does	the	artist	portray	the	steel	mill	as	beneficial	to	society?		Why	or	why	not?

Continue the Close Read of Steel Mill by connecting observations with information on the artist, artwork and time period (a selection of 
relevant information is listed below as a guide for teachers). The teacher will have to consider how to convey this information to students. One 
way would be to split the class into three groups and assign each group a topic for research (the time period, the artist and the artwork) from a 
selection of the text and internet sources listed. There are numerous sources on the list, so the teacher may want to make this a jigsaw activity 
and assign three sources to each group to research. Have the students collect as much information on their topic and come back as a whole 
group to share their findings. 



306 lesson plans: bringing ideas to life

UNIT LAYOUT
Content and Art Making Activities 
American Art - Steel Mill

Information about time period: 
•	 Steel Mill was painted during the Progressive Era when industry was growing but labor conditions and policies were heavily criticized and debated.

•	 During	this	period,	recent	immigrants	were	viewed	as	the	primary	source	of	labor	for	factories.

•	 By	1910,	Inland	Steel’s	Indiana	Harbor	facility	employed	approximately	2,600	workers.

•	 By	1910,	Chicago’s	population	was	approximately	2	million,	double	that	of	1890.	Most	of	the	new	population	was	made	up	of	immigrants	to	 
 the United States.

•	 In	the	beginning	of	the	20th	century,	Chicago	was	home	to	new,	powerful	steel	mills,	the	tallest	skyscrapers	in	the	world	(like	the	Auditorium	 
 Theater), and major commercial companies like Sears, Roebuck & Company and Montgomery Ward. 

Information about the artist: 
•	 Margaret	Hittle	attended	the	School	of	the	Art	Institute	of	Chicago	where	she	learned	the	techniques	and	social	and	political	power	of	public	 
 mural painting.  She graduated in 1906.

•	 As	Chicago	was	a	major	center	of	the	Progressive	Era	Mural	Movement,	the	School	of	the	Art	Institute	produced	many	of	the	city’s	 
 prominent mural painters. 

•	 Hittle	and	the	other	artists	who	painted	murals	for	Lane	Tech	were	selected	from	a	student	competition	at	the	School	of	the	Art	Institute.	

•	 Through	visual	images	in	public	spaces	like	schools,	libraries,	and	park	field	houses,	the	Mural	Movement	responded	to	the	tenets	of	the	 
 Progressive Era: improved social and cultural conditions, labor’s significant role in progress, and the instruction of a heavily immigrant  
 population about America’s history, past and current.

Information about the artwork:  
•	 Commissioned	to	inspire	and	instruct	the	students	of	a	technical	trade	school,	Hittle	and	the	other	muralists	were	directed	to	create	images	 
 that would promote notions of the hard work and energy of an industrialized Chicago of the early 20th century.

•	 The	artist	used	thick	strokes	of	white	and	gold	colored	paint	to	represent	the	steam	generated	in	the	steel	mill	as	a	beautiful	spectacle,	 
 highlighted by the dramatic lighting of the scene.

•	 The	shirtless	figures	strike	poses	that	emphasize	their	muscles,	making	them	seem	capable	and	heroic.

Resources for information for all of the sections: 
Texts

•	 Heather	Becker,	et	al.		Art	for	the	People:		The	rediscovery	and	Preservation	of	Progressive	and	WPA	Era	Murals	in	the	Chicago	Public	 
 Schools, 1904-1943. (San Francisco, CA:  Chronicle Books, 2002). Recommended sections: chapters 4-6 (p.47-67); p.107-113, 214. 

•	 Rediscovering	Chicago	Public	School	Murals	Curriculum	Guide	(2008):	144-145

Websites

•	 http://www.lanetech.org/murals.html

•	 Jane	Addams	Hull	House	Museum:	http://www.uic.edu/jaddams/hull/hull_house.html

•	 The	Art	Institute	of	Chicago,	Chicago	the	City	in	Art:	http://www.artic.edu/aic/education/mural_project/ 

•	 Chicago	History	Museum:	http://chicagohistory.org/

•	 Child	Labor	Public	Education	Project: http://www.continuetolearn.uiowa.edu/laborctr/child_labor/about/us_history.html

•	 Encyclopedia	of	Chicago:	http://encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org

•	 Library	of	Congress,	Documenting	America:	http://memory.loc.gov/fsowhome.html
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Day 2
Focus: 

Students will read and familiarize themselves with the larger historical context of Andrew Carnegie and the creation of the steel industry in America.

Materials Needed:  
Steel Mill reproduction, response journal,  copies of “The Steel Business” article (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/carnegie/sfeature/mf_flames.
html) and “The Steel Business: The Lot of a Steel Worker” article (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/carnegie/sfeature/mf_steelworker.html),  
DVD from Rediscovering Chicago Public Schools’ Murals Curriculum Guide (2008)

Warm-Up and Pre-Assessment Activities: 
Ask students to close their eyes and imagine themselves standing in the center of downtown Chicago. After giving them about 10 seconds to 
gather their surroundings, ask them to write down a list of everything they see made of steel. Have a short class discussion about how common 
steel is and the various things made from it.

Main Activity:  
Have students read “Steel Business” and “Steel Business: The Lot of a Steel Worker” aloud or silently. 

Use the following questions as points of discussion for them to answer or talk about as a class. 

1. What did Andrew Carnegie’s success with steel mean for America as a nation?

2. In what ways does “Steel Business” relate to Steel Mill? In what ways does it differ?

3. Thinking back to your discussion from Question # 1, why might Steel Mill have been placed in a high school for display?

4. If you could go back in time and work with Margaret Hittle (the artist) on Steel Mill, would you have her add anything else to the image based  
 on what you have just learned about steel and its workers? 

Wrap-Up and Post Assessment Activities:  
Journal Response to Close Read: Ask the students how the Close Read furthered their understanding of the image, as well as their 
understanding of the time period.

Day 3
Focus:  
Students will investigate “Labor Never Ceases at South Chicago Steel Mills”, a Chicago Daily Tribune article from 1909 (the same year Steel Mill 
was installed at Lane Tech High School) and analyze how the story of the steel industry in Chicago relates to the mural and what they learned 
from the previous day using the Jigsaw Method.

Materials Needed:  
Steel Mill reproduction, copies of “Labor Never Ceases at Chicago Steel Mills”, Chicago Daily Tribune, May 23, 1909 (Appendix A), OPVL chart 
(Appendix B) 

Warm-Up and Pre-Assessment Activities: 
Ask students to brainstorm why newspapers are valuable historical sources? What makes them problematic? Useful? (You may even want to 
bring a newspaper in and ask students how it could be used 100 years from now…)
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Main Activity:  
Students should be placed into groups of 2 or 3 for the class period and the duration of this activity.  After receiving “Labor Never Ceases at 
Chicago Steel Mills”, a Chicago Daily Tribune article from 1909, students should read silently annotating the source with “!” for surprise, “*” for 
interesting, “?” for confusing… or complete another active reading exercise. Conduct a Think, Pair, Share session to allow the students to share 
their annotations.

After reading the article, groups will receive an OPVL chart (Origin, Purpose, Value, Limitation). Though groups will work together, each student 
should receive the sheet. Assign each group one letter of OPVL to complete about the source.

Each group should have about 10 minutes to complete their letter. Following this, groups can share and jigsaw the information.

Wrap-Up and Post Assessment Activities: 
In the last few minutes, ask students to compare their findings about the article with their findings about Steel Mill. How are they related? 
Different? This will help them prepare for the final assessment of this mini-unit.

Day 4
Focus: 
Students will read and analyze excerpts from “Smoke and Steel” by Carl Sandburg (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Howe, 1920), linking the 
mural and Chicago Daily Tribune article to their understanding of the steel industry and its role in Chicago and America.

Materials Needed:  
Steel Mill reproduction, copies of excerpts from “Smoke and Steel” by Carl Sandburg which relate to the day’s lesson (Appendix C) 

Warm-Up and Pre-Assessment Activities: 
As students enter the room, hand them a copy of “Smoke and Steel” (with the selected verses numbered). Immediately assign them one of the 
numbered verses to read.  Several students will be assigned the same verse, which will be important during the Main Activity.  

Main Activity:  
After silently reading their passage, ask them to answer the following in their response journals:

1. What key words in your passage stand out to you? Why did you select those words as more important than others?

2. Based on the passage you read, what is Sandburg’s view of the steel industry and the men who work in it?

3. How does this poem relate to Steel Mill? Try to facilitate connections between the verbal and visual elements. What kinds of lines, colors or  
 perspectives does Carl Sandburg depict in his writing? Are these similar to what Margaret Hittle depicts in her painting? 

Students should then be placed in a group with 2 other students that have each of the other excerpts from the poem. Then, allow students time 
to discuss and compare their answers.

*Depending on student involvement and discussion, you can bring the class back together to discuss these questions further or allow groups to 
continue on their own and then move to the Final Assessment*

Wrap-Up and Post Assessment Activities: 
Based on their responses to the poem and the mural, each student will develop an Interior Monologue in the voice of a Steel Mill worker. This 
will extend into Day 5.
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Unit Assessments – Formative and Summative:  
Over the past week, we have investigated 3 very important historical primary sources from Chicago that have described the steel industry and 
the experience of its workers. Now, it’s time to put everything together…

Task: Write a 3 paragraph response that addresses the following prompt. Be sure to use examples and specifically refer back to EACH of the 3 
sources we have covered in your response.

Prompt: As young historians, it is always important to remember that history can be seen through many lenses. Over the last week, we have 
looked at the steel industry and its workers through 3 lenses: art, newspapers (mass media), and poetry.  

Paragraph 1 – How were these sources similar? How were they different? Why was it important to investigate all of them?

Paragraph 2 – Which source did you find most reliable? Explain. 

Paragraph 3 – What other historical source might have you wanted to see to understand this topic?

RUBRIC 
An excellent paragraph will do the following:

1. Address all three sources and explain why they are important to understanding the steel industry and experience of Chicago steel workers.

2. Address AT LEAST one similarity and one difference between the sources.

3. Make a valid argument for which source they found most reliable including the reasons why.

4. Provide one additional historical source they would like to study and explain why it would be useful.

Unit Support and Resources: 
Texts, websites, primary and secondary sources, supplies, materials, outside resources, etc. 

Margaret Hittle (American, 1886-1984) 
Steel Mill 
Oil on canvas, 5’ x 30’ 
Lane Technical High School

“The Steel Business” (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/carnegie/sfeature/mf_flames.html)

“The Steel Business: The Lot of a Steel Worker” (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/carnegie/sfeature/mf_steelworker.html),

“Labor Never Cease at South Chicago Steel Mill”, Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1963); May 23, 1909

Sandburg, Carl. Smoke and Steel. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Howe, 1920; Bartleby.com, 2000. www.bartleby.com/231/.

Rediscovering Chicago Public Schools’ Murals Curriculum Guide (2008): accompanying DVD

Texts 
•	 Heather	Becker,	et	al.		Art	for	the	People:		The	rediscovery	and	Preservation	of	Progressive	and	WPA	Era	Murals	in	the	Chicago	Public	 
 Schools, 1904-1943. (San Francisco, CA:  Chronicle Books, 2002): chapters 4-6; p. 107-113, 214.

•	 Rediscovering	Chicago	Public	School	Murals	Curriculum	Guide	(2008):	1-4,	144-145

Websites 
•	 http://www.lanetech.org/murals.html

•	 Jane	Addams	Hull	House	Museum:	http://www.uic.edu/jaddams/hull/hull_house.html

•	 The	Art	Institute	of	Chicago,	Chicago	the	City	in	Art:	http://www.artic.edu/aic/education/mural_project/ 
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•	 Chicago	History	Museum: http://chicagohistory.org/

•	 Child	Labor	Public	Education	Project:	http://www.continuetolearn.uiowa.edu/laborctr/child_labor/about/us_history.html

•	 Encyclopedia	of	Chicago: http://encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org

•	 Library	of	Congress,	Documenting	America	http://memory.loc.gov/fsowhome.html

Field Trip:  Field trip associated with this unit. 
This lesson is aligned with a field trip to Lane Tech High School to view Steel Mill and other WPA murals.  Other possible locations are the 
Chicago History Museum or the Art Institute of Chicago to view CPS mural related works.  (Suggestions for related works can be found in the 
teacher manual for “Chicago: The City in Art”.)

Documentation (photos, student work, student interviews, etc.):  
Photographs will be collected throughout the lessons of students conducting a Close Read, students working in groups, etc. Discussions of the 
students’ responses to articles will be collected through recordings and/or note taking. Each student will turn in an OPVL chart as well as their 
written responses to “Smoke and Steel.” Also, each student will complete and turn in their 3 paragraph young historian pieces. All the collected 
materials will be used to generate responses from the students and further reflection.
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Appendix A

Handout B

Rediscovering CPS Murals
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Appendix B
OPVL Chart

Origin:  
Where is the document from? What country, state, or city?  
Who originally wrote it?  

What occupation did the author have?

Purpose:  
Why was this document written?  
What was the reason?

Value:  
What can we learn from this document?  
Is there anything important that the author is trying to tell us?  
What does it reveal about society? Education? Government? Work? Home?

Limitations:  
How might this document be biased?  
How might this document be flawed?  
Is s/he really telling the truth?  
Were they really there?

Directions: Complete an OPVL analysis for the document you just read.

O: 

P:

V: 

L:
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Appendix C
Excerpts from “Smoke and Steel” 
by Carl Sandburg

#1 of steel – it is only 
 Smoke at the heart of it, smoke and the blood of a man. 
 A runner of fire ran in it, ran out, ran somewhere else, 
 And left – smoke and the blood of a man 
 And the finished steel, chilled and blue.

So fire runs in, runs out, runs somewhere else again, 
And the bar of asteel is a gun, a wheel, a nail, a shovel, 
A rudder under the sea, a steering-gear in the sky; 
And always dark in the heart and through it,  
Smoke and the blood of a man. 
Pittsburg, Youngstown, Gary – they make their steel with men.

#2 The ovens light a red dome. 
 Spools of fire wind and wind. 
 Quadrangles of crimson sputter.      100 
 The lashes of drying maroon let down. 
 Fire and wind wash out the slag. 
 Forever the slag gets washed in fire and wind. 
 The anthem learned by the steel is:  
 Do this or go hungry.       105 
 Look for our rust on the plow. 
 Listen to us in a threshing-engine razz. 
 Look at our job in the running wagon wheat.

#3 One of them said: One of them said: “I like my job, the company is good to me, America is a wonderful country.” 
 One: “Jesus, my bones ache; the company is a liar; this is a free country, like hell.” 
 One: “I got a girl, a peach; we save up and go on a farm and raise pigs and be the boss ourselves.” 
 And the other were roughneck singers a long ways from home. 
 Look for them back of a steel vault door.    90

They laugh at the cost. 
They lift the birdmen into the blue. 
It is steel a motor sings and zooms.

Source: http://www.bartleby.com/231/0101.html




