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Women’s Movement in the 20th Century 
 

Central Historical Question 
How do these historical documents fit into the history of the  

women’s movement in the 20th century?  
 
Materials: 

• Copies of Documents A-D 
• Copies of Guiding Questions 

 
Plan of Instruction: 
 
Overview 
This lesson is designed as a culminating activity for a unit on the United States women’s 
movement from the start of the 1900s through the end of the 1970s. It asks students to 
examine four historical documents from the movement without information about the 
date of their creation. Students must then reason about the era in which they were 
created. To do this, students must think about how the women’s movement unfolded in 
the United States in the 20th century, focusing on both change and continuity over time.  
 
1. Introduction. Tell students that they will use what they have learned about the 

women’s movement in the United States to analyze four historical documents and 
reason about the era in which each document was created. 

 
2. Round 1: Individual Document Analysis and Group Share. Have students individually 

examine all four documents and complete the corresponding questions for Round 1 
in the Guiding Questions.  

 
In groups, have students share their answers from Round 1 and explain their 
reasoning to their group members. 

 
3. Round 2: Chronological Reasoning as a Whole Class. Draw a timeline on the board 

with the years that these documents were created: 1910, 1921, 1944, and 1974.  
 

Tell students, “These are the years that these documents were created. If you had to 
place each of these documents on the timeline, where would you put them?” 

 
Ask students to share their answers and explain their reasoning. Be sure to ask 
students to reason about each document and to explain how the document fits into 
an overarching narrative of the women’s movement in the 20th century. At this point 
in the lesson, don’t reveal whether students are right about the order of the 
documents. Rather, try to get them to explain their reasoning as fully as possible. If 
students miss key features of the documents, you may want to point them out and 
discuss why they might be important.   
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If the discussion stalls, encourage students to reason about the earliest each 
document could have been created and the latest each could have been created. 
(For example, Document D is a speech that would have been given before the 19th 
Amendment to the Constitution was adopted in 1920.)  

 
Note: While these documents provide evidence of change over time in the history of 
the women’s movement, they also provide evidence of continuity over time. If 
students note that some of these documents could have come from a number of 
eras in the 20th century, validate that the historical issues these documents address 
were longstanding and press the students to explain their reasoning about when 
each could have been created. 

 
 

While facilitating the discussion, you may also choose to use the following 
facilitation moves. 
 

Press: 
• Say more about what you mean by _______. 
• Can you clarify what you mean by _______? 
• What in the text makes you think _________? 

 
Revoice: 
• I’m hearing _______ say that ___________. 
• So let me see if I understand. Your claim is _______. 

 
Post and Connect: 
• Who can add onto X’s point? 
• Do you agree/disagree with X, and why? 

 
Create Think Time: 
• Take a minute to write your thoughts down and then I will call on a few 

people to share. 
• Talk with your neighbor for two minutes about evidence that supports this 

claim. 
 
 
4. Round 3: Chronological Reasoning in Small Groups. Ask students to complete 

Round 2 of the Guiding Questions, making note of any changes in their thinking from 
Round 1. Next, have groups share out their vote of the order in which these 
documents were made, keeping track of the tally on the screen or board.  

 
5. Modeling and group debrief. After the final vote, reveal the correct order of the 

documents and discuss each document with the class, modeling your own thinking 
about the documents and how each fits into a broader narrative of the American 
women’s movement in the 20th century.  
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More About the Documents:  
Below is a brief primer on each of the documents. The information is intended to 
provide you with enough background information for you to familiarize yourself with 
the context of the documents and to provide a jumping-off point to conduct any 
additional research before teaching the lesson. Do not share this information with 
students until the debrief at the end of the lesson.  

 
Document A: Margaret Sanger at the Founding Conference of the American Birth 
Control League (1921) 

Margaret Sanger (1879-1966) was the founder of the American birth control 
movement.  
 
The founding of the American Birth Control League in 1921 marked an inflection 
point in the American birth control movement. In the 1910s, Sanger was a radical 
leftist who was repeatedly arrested for publishing information on birth control (a 
term she coined during the era), as well as for publicly speaking about 
contraceptives and opening the country’s first contraceptive clinic. In the wake of 
the First Red Scare, Sanger shifted her tactics to appeal to mainstream society 
and the medical establishment by starting the American Birth Control League in 
1921. This document presents an excerpt of her speech at the league’s founding 
conference that signals this shift. 

 
Sanger’s speech reads, in part, “When it comes to discussing the methods of 
Birth Control, … there are laws in this country which forbid the imparting of 
practical information.” This statement, combined with the fact that the authorities 
shut down the originally planned meeting, indicates that this document predates 
Griswold vs. Connecticut (1963) and Eisenstadt v. Baird (1972). 

 
In 1942, the American Birth Control League became the Planned Parenthood 
Federation of America. 

 
While contraceptives were legalized in the 1960s and 1970s, feminists continued 
to advocate for access to them through the end of the century. 

 
 

Document B – N.O.W. Comments on Title IX (1974) 
The National Organization for Women (N.O.W.) was founded in 1966 and 
became the leading feminist organization in the second half of the 20th century.  
 
Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibits sex-based discrimination 
in schools or education programs that receive funding from the federal 
government. Even if students aren’t familiar with this specific piece of legislation, 
they should reason that this document is evidence that a federal law had been 
passed to expand civil rights to women and thus likely comes from the second 
wave feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Title IX was one of several 
legislative victories of the second wave feminist movement in the United States, 
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along with the Equal Pay Act of 1963, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Title X 
Family Planning Program in the Public Health Service Act of 1970, Equal Credit 
Opportunity Act of 1974, and the Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978. 
 
While the fight against sex-based discrimination in education began before and 
continued after the passage of Title IX, the law was a watershed moment in the 
women’s movement. 

 
 

Document C: CIO Women’s Auxiliaries’ Program (1944) 
The CIO was a labor union begun in the mid-1930s that lasted until 1955. It was 
more inclusive of African Americans and women than other unions at the time. 
As World War II ended, CIO membership reached 5 million workers. 
 
This document, an excerpt of a program adopted by the CIO women’s auxiliaries, 
mentions that many American women were “entering industry for the first time” 
and that the trend was expected to accelerate because of the “drafting of 
fathers.” These statements, together with the reference to “war production” 
should signal to students that this document was likely produced during World 
War I or World War II, when millions of American women took on jobs they were 
previously barred from as male workers served as soldiers and the war industry 
boomed. 
 
The document’s focus on childcare signals that it is a product of the Second 
World War. Mothers entered the workforce during WWII at higher numbers than 
in the First World War, and the United States’ involvement lasted longer in WWII 
than it had in the previous war. These conditions created a large demand for 
childcare from working mothers, their employers, and organized labor. For the 
first time in the country’s history, multiple levels of government and war 
manufacturers subsidized organized childcare centers.  

 
Over the protest of many working mothers, the federal government ended its 
support for the childcare centers shortly after the end of the war, as American 
men returned home and women were pressured to leave the workforce.  

 
Federally funded childcare became a major demand of the second wave feminist 
movement, but the effort failed when President Richard Nixon vetoed the 
Comprehensive Child Development Bill of 1972. 
 

 
Document D: Mary Church Terrell’s Speech (1910) 

Students should use their background knowledge on women’s suffrage to identify 
that Mary Church Terrell gave this speech before the 19th Amendment to the 
Constitution was adopted in 1920. 
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Terrell’s declaration, “We all remember how shocked we were, when for the first 
time in our lives we saw a woman riding on a bicycle through the public streets,” 
also helps periodize the document, since it indicates that the feminist bicycle 
craze of the 1890s was in living memory. 
 

 
 
 
 
Citations 
 
Document A 
Margaret Sanger, president of the American Birth Control League, speech delivered at 
the founding conference of the American Birth Control League in New York, November 
11, 1921. 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/gdcmassbookdig.birthcontrolwhat00amer/?sp=178  
 
Document B 
“Woman; 117; Sex Bias in Education, Part 1,” 1974-02-21, WNED, American Archive of 
Public Broadcasting (GBH and the Library of Congress), Boston, MA and Washington, 
DC, http://americanarchive.org/catalog/cpb-aacip-81-37hqc39r 
 
Document C 
Childcare Program Adopted at the Third Annual Conference of the Women’s Auxiliaries, 
Congress of Industrial Organizations, in Washington, D.C., 1944. Printed in the United 
Automobile Worker, January 1, 1944. 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/42047197/1944-01-01/ed-1/seq-6/  
 
Document D 
Mary Church Terrell, Address on Woman Suffrage delivered to the teachers of public 
schools of Washington, D.C., April 10, 1910, https://www.loc.gov/item/mss425490396/   




