
Labor Day Unit Study ♦ 6

Lesson 1 (K-6th Grades): Eleanor Roosevelt and Child 
Labor

Introduction & Overview for Teachers

Lesson 1 Activity: Photographs of Child Labor in New York City

Materials Needed: Photographs of Child Labor and Discussion Questions (included below)

Learning Outcomes:

• Understand labor conditions that led to the Labor Day holiday
• Demonstrate an awareness of child labor at the height of the Industrial Revolution
• Evaluate primary source documents: photographs of child labor in New York City
• Gain a sense of how labor conditions have changed from before the first Labor Day 

compared to today

Time: 60 minutes

Lesson Plan

• Begin by talking to your students about the jobs of workers in your family—parents, 
grandparents, teenagers, and so on. What benefits do those jobs provide? Health insurance? Vaca-
tion? Minimum wage? Pension plan or 401K? Health and safety rules? 

• Read Lesson 1 aloud to your students. 

• Complete Activity 1 on child labor photographs. This is a primary source analysis 
for younger students. First, have your students look closely at the pictures for several minutes. Next, 
have them describe what they see in the pictures. Then, read the descriptions that go along with each 
picture—these are found immediately below. (Note: The pictures and their descriptions are from the 
Library of Congress). Finally, ask them the questions and discuss their answers. Young students can 
say their answers aloud. Older elementary students can write a sentence or two or a paragraph, de-
pending on ability, on a separate sheet of paper. The questions are designed to get children to think 
about child labor, and there are no right or wrong answers. 

o Photo 1 Description (for teachers): The mother’s name is Mrs. Lucy Lib-
ertine, and these are her children: Johnnie, four years old; Mary, six years old; Millie, nine 
years old. They are picking nuts in their New York City tenement. Mary is standing in the 
open mouth of the bag with her dirty shoes on. She is using a huge, dirty jackknife. The fam-
ily lives in dark inner bedrooms, and all the rooms are filthy. 

o Photo 2 Description (for teachers): The girl’s name is Tessie Sposato. She 
and her mother are picking nuts in the attic of her tenement in New York City. She is hold-
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ing the nuts against her dirty apron as she picks them out. They work until 9 p.m. on some 
nights. They live in two small rooms and pay $5.00 per month in rent. They make $2.00 per 
week. A 15-year-old brother works in a factory and sleeps in a folding bed in this room. 

o Photo 3 Description (for teachers): This is the Battista family in New York 
City. They are cutting out embroidery on the dirty kitchen floor. On the right is the mar-
ried daughter. She lives downstairs and normally works there. To her right next to the boy is 
Flora, who is 9 years old and very stunted in size, meaning she is not as big as she should be. 
Next to Flora is the mother. To the mother’s right is Linda, who is 11 years old. The baby is 
dirty and covered with sores, probably a skin infection. 
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Lesson 1: Eleanor Roosevelt and Child Labor

On Labor Day, we 
celebrate American work-
ers. Many workers get the 
day off. They relax, spend 
time with family, and go 
to picnics and parades. It 
is a day to honor how their 
work has made America a 
great country. 

But there is more to 
the story of Labor Day 
than picnics and parades. 
Americans started celebrat-
ing Labor Day because, a 
long time ago, workers got 
tired of being treated badly 
at their jobs. 

Over 100 years ago, 
workers labored for long 
hours. Some even worked 
twelve hours a day. 
Workers labored in bad 
conditions. Some worked 
in filthy factories. They 
breathed in bad air and 
worked on dangerous 
equipment. Sometimes, 
their jobs made them sick. 
Workers did not get paid 
very much for their labor. 
They did not earn enough 
money to buy food for 
their families and pay the 
rent. They did not get vacations. If they got injured and could not work, it was too bad for them. 

Many workers lived and labored in crowded cities like New York City. Immigrants, or new 
Americans from other countries, flocked to the shores of New York City. These immigrant families 
did not have nice homes. They dwelt in gloomy slums called tenements. Tenements were like small 
apartment buildings. But they were cramped, dim, dirty, and stuffy—and very unpleasant to live in. 
They did not even have indoor toilets or showers.  

Cartoon of Labor Day Parade in 1909, Courtesy Library of Congress
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Children even had to work! Because their parents did not make enough money, children skipped 
school and were forced to work. In New York City, many children worked inside these tenements—
in their cramped, dim, stuffy, smelly rooms. These were called sweatshops. Like their parents, chil-
dren worked from morning until the wee hours of the night. They made very little money.  

There were some people who tried to make life better for these families. One of those people was 
Eleanor Roosevelt. Eleanor would grow up to become the first lady of the United States, the wife 
of President Franklin Roosevelt. Eleanor came from a rich New York family. When Eleanor was a 
young lady, she grew worried about women and children workers in the city tenements. She wanted 
to do something to help them. 

Outside of Tenements, New York City, Courtesy Library of Congress
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Eleanor took a job 
with the National Con-
sumers League.  This 
group wanted to make 
sure that the goods 
Americans bought were 
made under fair and 
safe working condi-
tions.  Eleanor had to 
go into the tenements 
and see what familes’ 

lives were like. She had to ask them questions about how they lived and worked. She was scared at 
first, but she felt she had to do it. 

When she entered her first sweatshop, she saw little children who were about four or five years 
old working around tables until they dropped with exhaustion. Eleanor was shocked. Her job inves-
tigating the tenement families forever changed her. For the rest of her life, she fought against child 
labor and unsafe working conditions. 

Eleanor Roosevelt, Courtesy Franklin Roosevelt Pres. Lib.
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Lesson 1 Activity: Child Labor Photographs

1. What do you see in this picture? 

2. Pretend you are Eleanor Roosevelt and it is your job to find out about how this family lives 
and works. What are three questions would you ask this family?

3. Do you think these children are too young to be working? 

4. How you think their work could dangerous or harmful to them?

5. If you were president, what would you do to help this family?

Child Labor Picture 1, Courtesy Library of Congress
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1. What do you see in this picture? 

2. Pretend you are Eleanor Roosevelt and it is your job to find out how this family lives and 
works. What questions would you ask this family?

3. Do you think they make enough money?

4. Would you like to live in their apartment? Why or why not?

5. If you were president, what would you do to help this family?

 

Child Labor Picture 2, Courtesy Library of Congress
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1. What do you see in this picture? 

2. Pretend you are Eleanor Roosevelt and that it is your job to find out how this family lives and 
works. What questions would you ask this family?

3. This is an immigrant family from Italy. Do you think the children are learning to speak En-
glish?

4. Why do you think one of the children’s growth was stunted and the baby had sores? 

5. If you were president, what would you do to help this family?

Child Labor Picture 3, Courtesy Library of Congress


