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KidCitizen Teacher’s Guide  

Congress and Child Labor 
 
Congress is made up of a group of 
people who work together to improve 
the quality of lives of citizens 
throughout the nation. Long ago 
Congress decided that it was important 
to pass labor laws to protect children. 
Why did they think that child labor was 
a problem? We will explore this 
question by investigating a series of 
photographs of children working in fish 
factories long ago. 
 

Essential Question 
Why did Congress pass child labor laws to protect children long ago? 

TPS Connections 
In this episode, students will engage in careful observation to identify objects and 
note details (See), generate and test hypotheses based on evidence they have 
collected (Think), and reflect on their learning by applying it to related questions 
(Wonder). 

Curricular Connections 
NCSS Standards 
II. Time, Continuity, and Change 
VI. Power, authority, and Governance 
IV. Individual Development and Identity 

Group of newsies selling on Capitol steps 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/nclc.03753/ 
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C3 Framework 
D2.Civ.1.3-5. Distinguish the responsibilities and powers of government officials at 
various levels and branches of government and in different times and places.  
D2.Civ.3.3-5. Examine the origins and purposes of rules, laws, and key U.S. 
constitutional provisions.  
D2.Civ.4.3-5. Explain how groups of people make rules to create responsibilities 
and protect freedoms.  
D2.Civ.12.3-5. Explain how rules and laws change society and how people change 
rules and laws.  
D2.Civ.13.3-5. Explain how policies are developed to address public problems.  
D2.His.1.3-5. Create and use a chronological sequence of related events to 
compare developments that happened at the same time.  
D2.His.2.3-5. Compare life in specific historical time periods to life today.  
D2.His.4.3-5. Explain why individuals and groups during the same historical period 
differed in their perspectives.  
D2.His.5.3-5. Explain connections among historical contexts and people’s 
perspectives at the time.  

Historical Background 
The problem of child labor was “solved” by removing young people from the 
economic life of the nation.  It required a long time to make this change, focusing 
on the last two decades of the nineteenth century and the first two of the 
twentieth.  Legal changes came at all levels, from the local on up.  There was no 
one reformer who made the change, no single act of legislation.  There is no 
Supreme Court decision to which we can point as the turning point, as we can with 
Brown v. Board of Education, for example. 

Instead, local and state courts confronted concrete instances of abused, maimed, 
stunted, and killed children.  At the same time, the legal system of the nation 
struggled with the problems that came when children were treated as fictitious 
adults.  Slowly, Americans began to recognize “childhood” as a distinct period of 
life, a time when young people were expected to focus on education and 
preparing themselves for adulthood, a time when young people were to be 
sheltered from the demands of the industrial workplace and the demands it made 
on bodies, minds, and spirits. 
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At the beginning of the nation, at the time of the American Revolution, young 
people were expected to work.  Indentured servitude and apprenticeships, which 
often resembled servitude, endured from earlier centuries.  Slavery paused and 
then rapidly expanded across the booming Cotton South.  Young workers often 
found themselves taken from their parents and their homes to work for strangers. 

Early industrialization in New England accelerated this process.  Parents, 
employers, lawmakers, and young people themselves accepted the idea that a 
person should help support themselves as early as they could, whether that was 
on the farm, in a shop, or in a factory.  Children trained for work by doing simpler 
work, by watching and learning from children not much older than they were.  
Chronological age mattered less than the ability to perform a task. 

This state of affairs lasted throughout the nineteenth century, adapting to new 
industries and new settings across the country.  Children could be found working 
in everything from agriculture to mining, from textile factories to hawking 
newspapers.  Only a minority of children could expect to attend, much less 
graduate from, a high school.  Only a tiny number had the chance to go to college.  
For most children, especially those in poorer families, work began early and lasted 
until they could work no longer. 

In the late nineteenth century, however, things began to change.  Reform writers 
and photographers took up “child labor” as a crusade.  These reformers agitated 
for, and often won, what was called “protective legislation.”  These laws prohibited 
work at all for children under certain ages and regulated it for others. 

By 1899, 28 states regulated child labor.  Efforts to pass a national child labor law 
struggled, however.  Congress passed laws in 1918 and 1922, but the Supreme 
Court declared them both unconstitutional.  It was not until the Fair Labor 
Standards Act of 1938 that established minimum ages of 16 for work during school 
hours, 14 for some kinds of work after school, and 18 for work deemed dangerous.  
This effort grew in part from the high unemployment of the Great Depression, 
making legislators eager to maintain jobs for adults. 

The objects of these reforms were often the families of children rather than the 
workplace.  They blamed fathers who were supposedly too lazy to work and 
mothers who abandoned their naturally protective instincts for the children facing 
the cameras of Lewis Hine and other reformers.  Children came to be imagined as 
“little sufferers,” the victims of their parents as well as of greedy employers and a 
negligent state.   
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The reality was more complex.  Families, including children, often wanted young 
people to contribute to the family welfare, to earn their own wages.  Young people 
found pride in their work even as they also endured poor conditions, low wages, 
and unsafe situations.  In some workplaces, families worked together, within sight 
of one another.   

The rise of large industrial enterprises made all these arrangements more difficult 
to maintain and put children in increasing risk.  The physical dangers of factories 
and mines could not be hidden, especially from the vigilant eyes of reformers.  The 
American legal system slowly began to define children as a separate part of the 
workforce, one that required special protections and that extracted compensation 
from employers who endangered or injured young workers.  Courts and 
legislatures began to institute barriers of chronological age, independent of 
capacity to work.  States and localities began to enforce compulsory education 
laws that defined schools as the proper place for children. 

In short, the story of child labor is not a simple one of victim and villain.  Families 
and children often preferred to work and often resisted the laws that prevented 
them from doing so.  The values of the reformers seem to us now as naturally 
enlightened and impassioned because we have come to accept as normal what 
they had to create. 

Despite the local, state, and national laws, child labor endures today.  The children 
of migrant workers are unprotected and often receive little education as they 
move from one place to another.  Around the world, the situation is often worse.  
Despite a 1999 agreement through the United Nations, there are still an estimated 
200 million child laborers, with 126 million of them doing dangerous work. 
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[Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/item/ncl2004003118/PP/. 
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Hine, L. W., photographer. (1911). In center of the picture is 
Phoebe Thomas, 8 year old Syrian girl, running home from 
the factory all alone, her hand and arm bathed with blood, 
crying at the top of her voice. Eastport, ME. [Photograph] 
Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/item/ncl2004003127/PP/. 

 
Hine, L. W., photographer. (1911). Phoebe's thumb Phoebe 
Thomas, a week after the accident. She was back at the 
factory that day, using the same big knife. Eastport, ME. 
[Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/item/ncl2004003132/PP/. 

 
Hine, L. W., photographer. (1911). Rosy, an eight-year-old 
oyster shucker who works steady all day from about 3:00 A.M. 
to about 5 P.M. in Dunbar Cannery. Dunbar, LA. [Photograph] 
Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/item/ncl2004002748/PP/. 
 
Hine, L. W., photographer. (1911). Four-year-old Mary, who 
shucks two pots of oysters a day at Dunbar. Tends the baby 
when not working. Dunbar, LA. [Photograph] Retrieved from 
the Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/item/ncl2004000541/PP/. 
 
Hine, L. W., photographer. (1913 or 1914). Exhibit panel. 
[Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/ncl2004002781/PP/.
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Hine, L. W., photographer. (1913 or 1914). Exhibit panel. 
[Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/ncl2004002767/PP/.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Hine, L. W., photographer. (1913 or 1914). Exhibit panel. 
[Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/ncl2004002769/PP/.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Hine, L. W., photographer. (1913 or 1914). Exhibit panel. 
[Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/ncl2004002783/PP/.
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Hine, L. W., photographer. (1913). Exhibit panel. [Photograph] 
Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/ncl2004003532/PP/.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hine, L. W., photographer. (1913). Exhibit panel. [Photograph] 
Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
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Suggestions for Teachers 
Lesson Plans on Child Labor 
Child Labor in America from the Library of Congress 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/lessons/child-
labor/procedure.html 

Childhood Lost: Child Labor During the Industrial Revolution Resource Booklet 
http://www.eiu.edu/eiutps/Childhood%20Lost%20Resource%20Booklet.pdf 

Childhood Lost: Child Labor in the United States, 1830-1930 from Teaching with 
Primary Sources –MTSU 
http://library.mtsu.edu/tps/lessonplans&ideas/Lesson_Plan--
Child_Labor_in_the_United_States.pdf 

Giving Voice to Child Laborers Through Monologues from NCTE readwritethink 
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/giving-voice-
child-laborers-289.html?tab=4#tabs 

Work, Lyddie! Work! http://score.rims.k12.ca.us/activity/lyddie/ 
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York, NY: Harper Collins Publishers. 

McCully, E. (1996). The bobbin girl. New York, NY: Dial Books for Young Readers. 
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Paterson, K. (1995). Lyddie. New York, NY: Puffin Books. 

Rappaport, D. (1987). Trouble at the mines. New York, NY: Bantam Skylark Books. 

Wallace, I. (1999). Boy of the deeps. Berkeley, CA: Groundwood Books. 
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Smithsonian 
In the Playtime of Others: Child Labor in the Early 20th Century 
http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/educators/lesson_plans/child_labor/ATZ_Chi
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Library of Congress 
Child Labor and Lewis Hine flickr Album 
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Childhood Lost: Teaching with Primary Sources Primary Source Set 
http://www.eiu.edu/eiutps/childhood_set.php 

News Articles: Chronicling America 
“Big Battle for New Child Labor Law About to Begin”, The day book. (Chicago, Ill.), 01 
March 1915. Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Lib. of Congress. 
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“Child Labor”, Aberdeen Herald. (Aberdeen, Chehalis County, W.T.), 04 Feb. 1916. 
Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Lib. of Congress. 
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“Both House and Senate Pass Child Labor Bill”, The day book. (Chicago, Ill.), 09 Aug. 
1916. Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Lib. of Congress. 
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1916. Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Lib. of Congress. 
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