Joe Hill and Labor Unions: Ideas for Teaching

There are many possible focuses and formats for this inquiry lesson. Here are some ideas to aid
in lesson planning. Revise graphic organizers accordingly.

Possible Focus Skills: these are some of the skills that could be easily supported during the Joe
Hill inquiry. The sources listed may be especially helpful for teaching that skill.

e Sourcing. The sources in this inquiry represent a broad range of perspectives from across
a century. Students could practice several aspects of sourcing.
o Authority: Bruce Springsteen Song, Pat Bagley Cartoon, Helen Keller Letter,
“Youth Partially Identifies Hill”
o Bias: Eugene Debs Letter, Elizabeth Flynn, Morrison Family
o Time: Hilda Erickson Letter, 1967 Historian’s Account

e Contextualization. Students can practice considering the context of the Hill case and the
context surrounding various pieces of evidence to understand the sources better.

o David O. McKay: Were leaders from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints biased against unions? Why?

o “Youth Partially Identifies Hill”: Context of the crime (it was dark, faces were
covered).
Article About Hill’s Funeral: How did the people of Salt Lake view the IWW?
Hilda Erickson Letter: Would there have been incentive for Hilda to exaggerate
her role since the case was so famous?

e Corroboration. Several of the sources in this inquiry contradict each other (that’s part of
what has made Hill’s case so compelling and enduring among historians). Students can
practice using multiple points of evidence to assemble a fuller picture.

Possible Lesson Structures: Here are some options for structuring the lesson beyond the typical
guided inquiry structure. (Click here and scroll to the numbered list to learn about the basic
guided inquiry lesson format.)

e Corroborate as a class. Divide key sources up between groups of students (one group
could look at Joe Hill’s own words, one group could represent Vernon Jensen, etc). Let
each group become “experts” on their source and then share the class. Build a mind map
or two-sides chart on the board as evidence accumulates. Students would have to consider
how each new piece of evidence could impact the complete picture.

e Change the question. We like the question that focuses on how much Joe Hill’s IWW
association impacted his trial, but it is fairly complex. Teachers have successfully taught
this lesson using the simple question, “Was Joe Hill guilty of murder?” Students could
also explore questions like, “Why has Joe Hill’s case remained controversial after more


https://history.byu.edu/sourcing
https://history.byu.edu/contextualization
https://history.byu.edu/corroboration
https://history.byu.edu/how-to-use-these-inquiries

than 100 years?” “Why was there such an outpouring of support and opposition
surrounding Joe Hill's trial?” or “How has Joe Hill’s legacy changed or stayed the same
over time?”

o Since this lesson is likely to come later in the course when students are more
familiar with inquiry, students may enjoy choosing their own question from a
short list of options. They could then share their findings with classmates who had
a different focus.

e Focus on implications for today. Finish up the inquiry by looking at the Joe Hill Murals
source as a class and ask students how they think Joe Hill should be remembered today.
Have each group design a mural related to the case that they think would be appropriate
for a public space.

o You could also investigate the 2023 Joe Hill monument at Sugar House Park,
where the prison field Hill was executed in used to be.

Other teaching ideas/helps:

o A few differentiation/adaptation options:
o Have one writer act as scribe for a group on a shared graphic organizer.
o Let students choose which source modalities to explore. The Pat Bagley source
may be helpful for giving students a little bit of extra reading scaffolding.
o Provide a word bank for extra vocabulary support. The background information
tab on the inquiry page has a short vocabulary section that may be helpful.

e Assessment ideas:
o Check key boxes on the students’ graphic organizers. For example, if you are
focusing on sourcing, assess only the sourcing columns on a few key sources.
o Adding a brief written justification component to the mural assignment described
above could allow for an effective assessment.
o Turn one of the reflection questions, or another question linked to one of the state
standards, into an exit ticket.

SOURCE SUMMARY DOCUMENT

Feedback: We want your input on how to make these lessons better! If you have any comments
or suggestions, please email our team at utahhistoryinquiries@gmail.com.
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