
Title: Changing Gender Roles on the Home Front

Grade Level: Middle/High School

Objectives: Conduct historical research using the Museum’s collections of Rosie the

Riveter artifacts and images. Analyze how World War II changed gender

roles in U.S. society. Determine the societal impact of females holding

industrial jobs during the war (numbers involved, effect on other

relationships in society). 

National History Standards: 

Standards 4: Student Research Capabilities; Era 8:3: The causes and

course of World War II, the character of the war at home and abroad,

and its reshaping of the U.S. role in world affairs.

Time: 45 minutes to introduce the project, plus in-class work time and any

additional lessons on conducting historical research

Background: 

By the time the United States entered World War II

in 1941, American defense industries were already

churning out large numbers of planes and ships,

trucks and tanks, guns and shells, supplies and

equipment. Tons of war materials were being

shipped to Britain and other nations battling the

Axis. As America joined the fight, and battlefronts

multiplied around the globe, demands on war

production skyrocketed. Civilian industries re-tooled,

manufacturing tanks instead of cars, parachutes

instead of stockings, machine guns instead of

Kleenex. And as men went off to war, six million

women took their places on factory floors and

assembly lines. 

American industry and American workers produced

most of the war matériel the United States and some

forty other nations used to fight the war: 

324,000 aircraft, 88,000 tanks, 8,800 warships,

5,600 merchant ships, 224,000 pieces of artillery,

2,382,000 trucks, 79,000 landing craft, 2,600,000

machine guns, 15,000,000 guns. 
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“I worked the graveyard shift 

12:00–8:00 a.m, in the shipyard. 

I had leather gloves, leather

pants, big hood, goggles, and a

leather jacket. They said you weld

like you crochet.” 
—Katie Grant

Woman welder Courtesy of National Archives 

Welding mask National

Museum of American History
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Materials: Online Video—World War II Overview: North Atlantic and North Africa

Woman war worker coveralls 
Maidenform ad: “Brassieres ... A Vital Necessity to Women at Work” 
Welding mask used by ship welder Augusta Clawson 
African American woman welding 
Women riveting 

Lesson:

This lesson should give students a di erent perspective
on the e ects of World War II. It provides an excellent
topic for a class-wide, semi-guided research project
that teaches students how to do in-depth historical
research. This will prepare them for the types of
projects they will have to conduct in college. 

First, set the stage by showing the students the World
War II overview of the North Atlantic and North
African theaters on the video.  Then have them write
down the steps they would take to research a topic on
the impact on U.S. society of the Rosie the Riveter
campaign. (Steps should include: establishing a thesis,
developing a process to prove the thesis, reviewing
secondary sources, analyzing primary sources, and
testing the accuracy of the thesis.) 

Make sure students use a variety of sources, both primary and secondary. Have them
analyze images and artifacts in the manual from the National Museum of American
History collections, as well as review library primary accounts about female workers.
Students should supplement this analysis with statistical data from the U.S. census;
ask them to nd out the numbers of female workers and compare this to totals before
the war. Also, have the students compare their ndings to the theses of other
historians. Encourage them to be critical of what others have concluded in the past. 

Follow-up Activity:

Students may know of women in their local community who recall life in America
during World War II. Some of these women may be willing to say how they feel about
the changes in society that occurred during their youth. This would introduce students
to the skill of interviewing in addition to providing an eyewitness perspective to their
current research project. 

Students could research the impact of the need for workers on African Americans or
American immigrants, particularly the Hispanic population. How did the new
opportunities to work a ect their lives?
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Women riveting Courtesy of National Archives

http://americanhistory.si.edu/militaryhistory/resources/video/Lesson10.asx

http://americanhistory.si.edu/militaryhistory/resources/video/Lesson10.asx
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