
Using Primary Sources to Understand the Past: 
 

Upton Sinclair’s, The Jungle, and Urban Living Conditions (1906) 
 

By Alex Wiese 
 

NCSS Thematic Strand: People, Places, and Culture 
 
Grade Level: 9-12 
 
Class Periods Required: One 50-minute period. 
 
Purpose, Background and Context 
 
 Following the tumultuous years of the late 19th century, rife with labor disputes, 
economic insecurity and social unrest, the Progressive Era (1900-1916) saw a revision of 
some of the core principles that drove American individualism. To understand why 
Americans reexamined their beliefs in unregulated industry and rugged individualism, this 
lesson will have students read an excerpt from Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle. This passage 
puts a face to issues of long work hours, poor working conditions, unbearable living 
arrangements, and exploitation of the poor, uneducated working class at the turn of the 
century.  After this exercise, students will better understand why issues of Industrial 
Democracy, child labor, and the minimum wage became so important to Americans during 
this period. 
 
Goals/Objectives/Student Outcomes/Performance Expectations: 
 
Students Will: 
  

 Understand the relationships between people, places and the environments through 
examination of living and working conditions of working class Americans at the turn 
of the twentieth century (NCSS Standards, p. 133); 

 
 They will appreciate the role of culture in shaping their lives and the society in 

which they live by analyzing the effect living and working conditions influenced 
people’s values  in working class communities (NCSS Standards, p. 126); 

 
 Understand the living conditions of working families at the turn of the 20th century 

that directly contributed to the rise of the progressive policies. 
 
Materials: 
 
 Expert from Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, p. 106-109, one copy for each student. 
 
 



 
Procedures: 
 
Procedure 1: 5 minutes 
 
Via classroom discussion, recap the major issues facing the country during the late 19th 
century and into the 20th century. This list can include labor unrest (Haymarket affair 1886, 
Pullman Strike 1894, Coxey’s Army 1894), the Second Industrial Revolution along with the 
effects of urbanization, and the wave of “new” immigrants from Eastern and Southern 
Europe. 
 
This sort of recap would most likely require the class having recently discussed the Gilded 
Age. 
 
Procedure 2:  10-15 minutes 
 
Distribute the reading from Upton Sinclair’s, The Jungle, to every student.  
 
Before reading, ensure students know what that The Jungle is a primary source. Might pose 
a question to the class asking if they know the difference between a primary and secondary 
source, and if they know which one The Jungle is. Why do they think that? 
 
Have students read silently. Encourage them to picture what they are reading.  
 
Place questions on the board that could include: 
 

 What would this place have looked like?  
 What would the people in the story have looked like? 
 What types of people is the story describing? Race, ethnicity, education, gender, etc. 

 
 
Procedure 3: 5 minutes 
 
Either when students are done reading or time is up (it is ok if not everyone finishes the 
reading), have students pull out a piece of paper and a writing utensil. Then, have students 
list 3 words or sentences that were confusing, 2 instances where they thought they could 
picture/visualize what the story was describing, 1 emotion that they felt while reading this 
story, and 1 question they have after reading. Teacher may want to write these directions 
on the board so students know what to do when they are done reading. 
 
If you notice, this is only slightly different from the common 3-2-1 activity. 
 
The 3-2-1 activity will serve as a ticket out of class. 
 
 



 
 
Procedure 4: 10 minutes 
 
Place students into small groups, 3-4 people, and have them discuss what they wrote down.  
 

 Can they help each other with confusing words or sentences?  
 

 Did they choose similar or different passages where they visualized the story? 
 

 Did they share the same emotions or different emotions? Why those emotions?  
 

 Lastly, can students help each other with the questions they listed during the 3-2-1? 
If not, make note and wait until large group discussion to see if the teacher/ other 
classmates can help. 

 
Procedure 5:  20 minutes 
  
Bring everyone back together and have students from different groups discuss what they 
discovered in their small group. Focus the large group discussion on student’s remaining 
questions and then include new questions for thought. 
 

 Did these people have a hard or easy life? Why? 
 

 Was money a concern for them? 
 

 If money was such an issue, why couldn’t they just work harder? What are your 
thoughts on this issue? 

 
 Was work the only hard aspect of life, or were there other people that made life 

difficult? Did the plumber and landlord treat them fairly do you think? Do you think 
these people were the same race/ethnicity as the workers? 

 
 What were living and working conditions like? Would you want to work or live 

there do you think? 
 

 What do you think was my purpose in having you read this today? Are conditions 
better today than in the story? If so, why do you say so? Do you think they are for 
everyone? (minimum wage, unions, regulations on working conditions) 

 
 
 
Procedure 6: Remaining time 
 



If classroom discussion wanes or there is time remaining, this is an excellent clip from 
YouTube. The video is a collection of pictures taken from the photojournalist Jacob Riis. 
Riis is most known for his book, How The Other Half Lives, which detailed the tenement 
houses of urban New York. 
 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SZl4KXsaKVE&feature=related 
 
Does this video confirm what students pictured from the story or is it drastically different? 
In what ways is it different? If you didn’t think it sounded that bad, do you still think so? 
Why have some people’s opinions changed? 
 
 
Assessment of outcomes: 
 
Students will: 
 

Upon completion of the reading, students will answer several questions ranging 
from what words did they not understand to what emotions they felt while reading. The 
confusing words and questions will be particularly enlightening to look back upon after the 
classroom discussion. This 3-2-1 activity will also serve as a ticket out of class. Evaluation 
of student understanding will also depend on level of participation during discussion.  

 
Extensions and Adaptations: 
 

 Because the reading is slightly long, have the class read the passage together, one at 
a time out loud, and pose questions intermittently to the whole class. This might be 
especially useful if much of the class has difficult reading or a smaller vocabulary. 
 

 Examine the relationship between The Jungle and the passage of the Pure Food and 
Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act. Include political cartoons of the meatpacking 
industry and urban living conditions from the time period. 
 

 Have students write a journal entry explaining what they felt about the living and 
working conditions of urban laborers at the beginning of the 20th century. What 
would they do if they were their employers or landlords? What would they do if 
they were the laborer? 

 
Resources: 
 
Sinclair, Upton. The Jungle. New York: Barns & Noble Classic, 1906. 
 
Foner, Eric. Give Me Liberty: An American History.  New York: W.W.Norton & Company, 
2009. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SZl4KXsaKVE&feature=related
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