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Class Information and Length of Unit 
 
This unit is designed for sophomores in advanced placement United States History. It is 

designed for 9 classes that are 68 minutes long (this includes days where students will be 

researching on their own).  

 
Frameworks 
 
USII.10 Describe how the battle between traditionalism and modernity manifested itself 

in the major historical trends and events after World War I and throughout the 1920s.  

 
Rationale and Overview 
 
 The 1920s were a time period that defined the United States. The country was 

torn between modern ideas of women’s roles and science and more traditional beliefs. It 

is a unit that peaks student interest, as words like prohibition, speakeasies, flapper and 

even Charlie Chaplin all sound familiar to them.  This unit is designed not only to help 

students understand the many tensions and innovations of the 1920s, but also to allow 

them to utilize their creativity and other strengths that more traditional papers or projects 

may not allow. Students tend to have many preconceived notions about the 20s as a time 

of lavish parties (perhaps in part due to their reading of The Great Gatsby in English), but 

the goal of this unit is for students to understand that the 20s were far more complex, and 

that much of what happens in the 20s paves the way for the Depression in the 30s.  

 This unit should follow World War I, and on the day that this unit begins students 

will have completed reading on the 1920s. Their assignment will also include key themes 



of the 1920s, as well as the terms and events to accompany them. The first and second 

days of this unit are dedicated to students breaking down these terms and themes. After 

this, students will be assigned a project where they will have to creativity teach their class 

about the 20s through some type of role playing. After presentations, the class will 

conclude by relating the themes of the 20s, and by analyzing the 1986 DBQ on the 1920s. 

Students will be exposed to a variety of sources throughout this unit, including selections 

from Only Yesterday.  

Objectives 
 

 Students will be able to identify and explain the tensions that existed in  1920s, 

and the events in which that tension was evident 

 Students will be able to connect the events and trends of the 1920s in order to 

understand how they are inter-related 

 Students will be able to understand the complexities of the 1920s, and understand 

that not everyone was part of the “roar” they tend to envision  

 
Background 
 
 After World War I, the United States sought what Warren Harding described as 

normalcy. Seeking to escape the brutality of war, Americans became consumers and 

sought new ideas in science and technology. In this period described by Bruce Schulman 

as “strange,” several developments come together to create the roar of the 1920’s. It was 

a decade marked by new modes of transportation including Ford’s Model T, 

improvements in communication, increased attendance at sports games, new technologies 

spurred by electricity in homes, mass marketing campaigns and changes in morals and 

manners. It was a time where business were producing and people were consuming, 



attending movies and going to dance halls. Businesses prospered while the government 

cracked down on communists, immigrants and alcohol. 

 Perhaps the most controversial aspect of the 1920s was Prohibition. It is a topic 

sure to grab the attention of students and also a topic easily mocked by historians. When 

it comes to Prohibition, is it important to explain not only its origins in the temperance 

movement of the 1800s, but also the context of the time in which it was passed. During 

and after World War I, Americans embraced war-time ideals of sacrifice and pride. What 

better way to distinguish America from the rest of the world, particularly the Germans, 

than by banning alcohol? The amendment is easily passed as it is backed by a well- 

organized movement dominated by Protestants, but is difficult to enforce. It gives rise to 

organized crime and infamous criminals such as Al Capone, yet the violence that came 

along with Prohibition can also be attributed to new types of weapons and the emergence 

of automobiles such as the Model T. In addition to discussing the problems with 

Prohibition, teachers should also relay to students that liquor consumption and the 

divorce rate actually decreased during this time.  

 The impact of these changes was not limited to white upper class men. Women 

embraced the flapper image, though it’s important to point out that not all women 

smoked, drank, cut their hair or wore short dresses.  Although the right to vote was 

granted to all women in 1919, not all women took advantage of this right. Modernity also 

split the women’s rights groups, as debate began over the Equal Rights Amendment (a 

proposal that would not be defeated until the 1980s). African American music, literature 

and art flourished during this period as the Harlem Renaissance was in full swing. 

Despite the popularity their works, African Americans still faced discrimination 



throughout the country, particularly in the Jim Crow south. The KKK was on the rise 

again, this time with a particular hatred towards immigrants. The post World War I 

period was marked by nativism and a desire to keep America pure. A. Mitchell Palmer 

played on fears of socialism and communism, while Congress passed Quota Acts 

severely limiting the number of immigrants coming to the United States.  

 In addition to restrictions on alcohol and immigrants, there were other additional 

markers of the 1920s. The government took a laissez-faire approach to the economy and 

it seemed, at least for that ten years, to work. Businesses developed new approaches and 

techniques to ensure their success. Whether it was marketing to the consumer, 

diversifying products, instituting a research and development team, or creating a personal 

department, businesses prospered during this time as people became consumers. The 

town of Dayton, Tennessee was put on the map as John T. Scopes was charged with 

teaching evolution – a trial that epitomized the tension between traditional and modern. 

The modern celebrity emerged as men and women flocked to see Mary Pickford and 

others on the big screen.  

 The 1920s were certainly a dynamic and unique decade in American history. The 

vast amount of cultural change revealed the tension that existed between traditionalists 

and modernists. The crash of the stock market and subsequent depression would bring 

about an end to this “strange” decade, and it economic disaster with a variety of causes 

that today historians still struggle to explain. The roar of the 20s was a result of cultural, 

political and economic forces that all came together at just the right time. The country 

was ready to forget the horrors of World War I, and they found their escape by going 

movies, listening to the radio, shopping, reading Freud and attending live sports games. 



This prosperity and escape was not felt by all, as farmers struggled to sell their surplus of 

crops, African Americans faced segregation, and immigrants discrimination. When it all 

came crashing down in 1929, the country once again faced a time of horror and despair. 

Millions of people searched throughout the country for jobs, as Presidents Hoover and 

FDR debated the causes and method of repair. The roar of the 1920s had ended, but had 

left a permanent mark on the American social and cultural fabric.  

  

  
Procedures 
 
Day One 

1. Students will come to class with the “Themes of the 1920s” chart completed. 

2. The class will first review the meaning of each theme (ex. What does 

fundamentalism mean?) 

3. Students will be broken into groups and given a list of terms relating to the 1920s 

(see attached). The terms will be cut into individual strips of paper, and each 

group will get the terms on different colored paper. Around the classroom, there 

will be buckets set up, each with one labeled with one of the themes of the 20s. 

Students will be instructed to first discuss the terms in their groups, and then place 

the term in the bucket labeled with the theme that is most fitting.  

4. The buckets will then be emptied and each group will be asked to explain the term 

and why they thought it fit that theme.  

5. Homework: President’s of the 1920s chart 

Days Two, Three and Four  

1. Students will review their Presidents of the 1920s chart in partners.  



2. Students will be assigned their project (attached), and will work on their 

project in class for the next 2 classes. The project is designed to have students 

role play a “scene” from the 1920s (it should be made clear that this is not a 

presentation where students create a PowerPoint or poster to teach about the 

their topic, but rather a presentation that requires students to act as if they 

were in the 20s). They may choose to do something as simple as a persuasive 

speech for or against the Prohibition Amendment, or as complex as making 

the classroom into the Model T assembly line. To encourage creativity, bonus 

points can be award for costumes or especially creative presentations. Also, 

you may want to have your own “Oscars” ceremony where you give awards 

out for best acting, script etc.  

Days Five and Six 

1. Students’ presentations will take place on these days. 

Day Seven  

1. Students will generate a list of themes that were in the presentations and 

examples of how those themes were demonstrated. 

2. Students will again be given key terms on individual strips, but this time will 

be asked to make key term chains. They will each be given terms and a 

stapler, and be asked to connect terms that can be related. Students can create 

as many chains as they think are needed. Students will then present to the 

class explain why they connected the terms on each chain.  

3. Introduction to Only Yesterday, background on Allen and definition of 

contemporary history. 



4. Homework: Part I: Prelude of Only Yesterday, pages 1-12. As they read 

students should generate a list of changes alluded to in the reading, and a term 

or idea they have studied to support that change. Part II: Read selections from 

Allen’s chapter “The Revolutions in Manners and Morals”  

Day Eight 

1. Discussion on Only Yesterday. Topics to focus on should include – Allen as a 

primary source, how his version differs from their textbook and why it should be 

read with caution.  

2. 1986 DBQ break down. Students will be given the question, “The 1920’s were a 

period of tension between new and changing attitudes on the one hand and 

traditional values on the other. What led to the tension between old and new AND 

in what ways was the tension manifested?” They will be given 15 minutes to 

outline a response to that question that includes a thesis statement, organizational 

categories and supporting terms and ideas. Students will do this silently and 

individually. 

3. The class will then discuss the question and break it down. Organizational 

categories will be determined, and students will share their thesis statements. 

4. Homework: Take a closer look at the documents in the question. Re-read each 

one, paraphrase it, relate it to key terms and determine how it helps to answer the 

question.  



Day Nine 

1. Yesterday’s DBQ activity will continue with a discussion of the documents. Each 

document will be paraphrased, related to key terms, related to the question and 

then place in an organizational category.  

2. 1920s concluding activity: Make a cause and effect chain relating World War I to 

the 1920s. Then, predict why the roar of the 1920s ended with a crash of the 

stock market and subsequent depression.  

Extension 

The following days should be spent on the causes of the Depression while reviewing the 

many topics of the 1920s.   

Extension Activities 

There are a variety of activities and resources available on the 1920s for teachers to 

further extend student knowledge. Here are a few ideas: 

1. Students could write a complete response to the 1986 DBQ  

2. Students could debate the passage of the Quota Acts of 1921 and 1924 

3. Students could engage in their own family history projects relating their own 

history to the trends in immigration from 1890-1930.  

4. Students could read further in Only Yesterday and evaluate Allen 

5. Students could re-enact the Scopes Trial, and delve into the question of religion’s 

role in history 
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