
Fall 2009 Teaching with Primary Sources Quarterly 
Learning Activity – Secondary Level 

 
Picturing American Industrialization: The Chicago Stockyards 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
Overview 
In this activity, students use visual literacy strategies to “read” primary source photographs of the 
meatpacking industry in the Chicago Stockyards and to organize and reflect on their findings. 
Intended for use within a larger unit of study about the rise of American industrialization, the 
activity is designed to accommodate different levels of student comprehension and ability.  
 
Objectives 
After completing this learning activity, students will be able to: 
 perform a basic primary source analysis  
 generate questions about the Chicago Stockyards and the meatpacking industry for further 

investigation  
 make historical and personal connections with the content 
 
Time Required 
Two class periods  
 
Recommended Grade Range 
6-8*   
 
*This activity is adapted from a lesson plan originally designed for and implemented in a 
seventh-grade inclusion class of 30 students. The class included eight students with learning 
disabilities reading at least two or three years behind reading level and a majority of students 
who were English-language learners. 
 
Topic/s 
Cities, Towns; Technology, Industry 
 
Subject    
Social Studies 
 
Standards 
McREL 4th Edition  Standards & Benchmarks 
http://www.mcrel.org/compendium/browse.asp 
 
Historical Understanding 
Standard 2. Understands the historical perspective 
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OVERVIEW (CONT’D) 
 
United States History 
Standard 16. Understands how the rise of corporations, heavy industry, and mechanized farming 
transformed American society. 
 
Language Arts 
Standard 7. (Reading) Uses reading skills and strategies to understand and interpret a variety of 
informational texts 
Standard 8. (Listening and Speaking) Uses listening and speaking strategies for different 
purposes 
Standard 9. (Viewing) Uses viewing skills and strategies to understand and interpret visual media 
 
Credits 
Xiuwen Wu, Associate Professor, Special Education, Diversity in Learning and Teaching 
Department, National-Louis University, Skokie, Illinois 
 
 
PREPARATION 
 
Materials 
Have these selected materials ready before the activity.  
 
-Print copies of two primary source photographs (one copy of each photograph per student): 

o Image A: In the heart of the Great Union Stock Yards, Chicago, U.S.A., c. 1909 
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/cph.3b43425    

o Image B: Men, primarily African American, working with cattle carcasses 
hanging in a slaughter house in the stockyards, ca. 1904 
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.ndlpcoop/ichicdn.n000985  

 
-Prepare to display and distribute copies of the following visual literacy graphic organizers: 

o Visual Labeling graphic organizer (one of each version per student) 
o Reading for Content-Visuals with Action graphic organizer (two per student) 

 
Resources 
Before guiding students through the activity, teachers can familiarize themselves with the visual 
literacy graphic organizers and the history of the Chicago Stockyards by reviewing: 
 

o Examples of completed graphic organizers (See attached, Figures 1 and 2) 
o “Chicago Stock Yards,” pp. 105, 108, Chicago Stories: 1830s – World War I: 

Visual Images for Classroom Instruction. Newman, M., Spirou, C., Danzer, G. 
National-Louis University: Chicago, IL. 2007. (See attached, reprinted with 
authors’ permission) 
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PROCEDURE 
 
1. Introduce the focus of the activity by asking students:  

 Have you ever heard of the meatpacking industry? 
Depending upon students’ responses, ask a follow-up question such as,  
 What can you tell me about the meatpacking industry? OR  
 What do you think this type of industry might produce based on its name? 
 
Note: Pause for about three to five seconds to allow all students to think about their answers 
before soliciting responses to questions. Draw students’ attention to the two parts of the 
compound word ‘meatpacking’ when necessary. 

  
2. Tell the class that they will begin learning about the meatpacking industry as an example of 

the rise of American industrialization by examining a couple of black-and-white photographs. 
Explain that these photographs are primary sources, meaning that they were created during 
the time under study and have been kept as records to help answer questions about the past.   

 
3. Pass out copies of Image A. Ask guiding questions to help students start making observations. 

Possible questions include:  
 What do you see in this photograph? 
 What do you notice first?  
 What other details can you see? 

 
Note: For students with visual processing deficits, make sure the photograph is printed in 
high quality. The most important features of the photograph can be circled out for them.  

 
4. Display a blank Visual Labeling graphic organizer (version with Image A inserted in middle). 

Explain to the class:  
 This graphic organizer will help you to examine the photograph more carefully and 

take note of what you’ve observed. Let’s look again at this photograph and use the 
questions at the bottom of the sheet to label its different features.  

 
Note: Refer to Figure 1 for an example of a completed Visual Labeling graphic organizer 
based on Image A. 

 
5. Ask the first question and model how to complete the graphic organizer by writing, “men 

standing,” in the upper left box. Link this label to the photograph’s corresponding features by 
drawing an arrow.  

 
6. Ask the rest of the questions, labeling and drawing arrows to the corresponding features to 

complete the graphic organizer together as a class. Review all of the photograph’s labeled 
features before moving on to the next graphic organizer. 

 
Note: Create peer modeling opportunities for learning disabled (LD) students by asking 
volunteer students to come up and label one feature.  
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PROCEDURE (CONT’D) 
 
7. Display and pass out copies of the Reading for Content-Visuals with Action graphic organizer. 

Explain to the class:  
 This graphic organizer will help you to organize and reflect on your observations from 

the photograph using different types of questions like: when? where? what? who? how? 
 

Note: Teachers can adapt the questions asked in this organizer by reducing the number of 
questions asked or rephrasing them to meet the individual needs of their students. 

 
8. Ask student volunteers to read aloud all questions on the graphic organizer before inviting 

the class to respond based on their observations. Encourage students to hypothesize and 
connect to any prior learning relating to American industrialization during the mid to late 19th 
century or early 20th century. Use guiding questions to facilitate discussion, such as: 
 How do you know? What details in the photograph tell you that? 
 What do you predict or hypothesize is the answer based on your observations? 
 What other resources might provide you with more information to check your answer? 
 
Note: Prompt students to image what people in the photograph might smell, hear, see, and 
touch in their surroundings.  Refer to Figure 2 for an example of a completed Reading for 
Content-Visuals with Action graphic organizer based on Image A. 

 
9. After completing the graphic organizer together as a class, help students check their 

responses to the “when” and “where” questions by sharing the photograph’s bibliographic 
record. Emphasize the importance of consulting primary sources’ bibliographic information 
(caption, year published, creation place, etc.) to learn more about them and additional sources.  
 

10. Explain that students will now work collaboratively to complete the same two graphic 
organizers but using a different photograph. Assign students to work in pairs and pass out 
copies of the following:  
- Image B 
- a blank Visual Labeling graphic organizer (version with Image B inserted in middle) 
- a blank Reading for Content-Visuals with Action graphic organizer. 
 
Notes:  

 Pair LD students with severe difficulties in handwriting and spelling with students 
who have no such challenges. Alternatively, for individual work, these LD students 
can use PowerPoint to record their answers onto a slide of the graphic organizer or 
type their answers into a Word document instead of writing on paper.   

 Working in pairs or small groups helps compensate for the reading and writing 
difficulties experienced by LD students. Peer-mediated discussion also facilitates 
critical thinking.  

 Provide scaffolding support through conversations with small groups and individuals, 
prompting questions, example of summary, and mini-lessons whenever needed. 
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PROCEDURE (CONT’D) 
 
11. When all students are ready, review their completed graphic organizers together as a class by 

comparing and contrasting pairs’ responses, particularly their captions/summary statements. 
Consult the photograph’s bibliographic information to check “when” and “where” responses. 

 
12. Discuss questions raised by both photographs about the meatpacking industry in general 

and/or the Chicago Stockyards specifically. Model first by asking and writing questions on 
the board, such as: 
 Who worked in the stockyards and slaughterhouses of Chicago?  
 What were the working conditions for these workers? 
 How did workers process the meat in these stockyards and slaughterhouses? 
 Where did the meat go after it had been processed? 
 When did meat packing first become an industry?  
 Why did the meat packing industry build stockyards and slaughterhouses in Chicago? 

 
13. After soliciting and recording students’ questions on the board, conclude by helping students 

to identify additional primary and secondary sources for further investigation of one or more 
of their questions. 
 

ACTIVITY EXTENSIONS 
 

- Reading 
o Read aloud selected passages from The Jungle—a novel by Upton Sinclair. 

Assign students to work in pairs. Each pair chooses a question from those 
previously generated by the class, re-reads the selected passages for clues to the 
answer, and presents their findings to the class. 

- Research 
o Divide students into small groups to research a different aspect of or perspective 

on the topic (e.g., immigrants and the Chicago Stockyards, the rise of the 
meatpacking industry, Chicago Stockyard Strike, Meat Inspection Act of 1906, 
etc.). Groups could present their research to the class as the culminating project. 

- Writing 
o Assign students to assume the character of a Chicago Stockyard worker and write 

home a letter explaining their work conditions and their lives as an employee in 
the Chicago Stockyards. They will use the two primary source photographs, the 
completed graphic organizers and at least one additional primary or secondary 
source to help them write the letter.  

 
EVALUATION  
 

- Students’ active participation in class discussions 
- Teacher-developed rubrics to rate the quality of graphic organizers completed by students 
- Teacher observation of students’ work in pairs 
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Figure 1. Visual Labeling Graphic Organizer Completed Example 
 

 



 
 

 



Figure 1. Visual Labeling Graphic Organizer Completed Example 
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