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DESIRED RESULTS: 
 

What are the “big ideas” that drive the lesson? 
 

Great writers reflect their own time, place, and culture in their 

literature, and this was especially true of Mark Twain. To 

appreciate his work, students must understand the historical and 

cultural context in which it was written.By comparing their own 

town or city during the same time period as that of Twain’s Hartford 

(late 19th Century), students will gain an appreciation for the 

importance of contextual similarities and differences in framing an 

author’s work and defining his motivation. 

 
 

What are the “essential questions” that students must answer in order to 

understand the “big ideas?” 

What were the most prominent characteristics (economic, social, 

political) of Hartford CT in the late 19th century, and how did they 

reflect the most prominent characteristics of the Gilded Age? 

How are they different? 
 

What were the most prominent characteristics of your town/city in 

the late 19th century, and how do they reflect the most prominent 

characteristics of the Gilded Age? How are they different? 

How was the Gilded Age an improvement in the lives of 
 

Americans? How did it make American life less tolerable? 

What is “progress” and how should it be measured?



NOTE- This assignment is preparatory for reading and 

understanding the degree to which the characteristics of the 

Gilded Age are reflected in Mark Twain’s literature i.e. A 

Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (CYCAK), or The 

Gilded Age (GA) 

 
 

CORE UNDERSTANDINGS: 
 

Identify what students will know and/or be able to do. 
 

Students will understand the meaning of the term: “progress” 
 

both in a material and moral sense 
 

Students will appreciate how progressive Hartford was during 

the late 19th century, and will be able to assess the degree to 

which their own town/city was progressive during the same 

period. 

 
 

SUGGESTED ASSESSMENT(S): 
 

Each student will accurately and fully complete the graphic 
 

organizer (see attachments). 
 

Each student will write a compare/contrast essay deemed 

competent according to the standards of the prescribed rubric 

(see attachments). 

 
 

LEARNING EXPERIENCES: 
 

What are the specific activities and sequence of instruction that will be 

used to engage students in this lesson? 

The teacher will assign a preparatory reading from sources 

readily available to students in the library and/or at home that 

provide an overview of life in late 19th century American cities 

sufficient to show that the wealth and material “progress” of the



“Gilded Age” was spurred by industrialization, immigration, and 

technological innovation. 

The teacher will begin this lesson with a discussion of the 

preparatory reading to elicit from the class the key factors for 

creating Gilded Age progress, and provide prompts for 

organized note-taking. 

The teacher will distribute copies of Twain’s 1868 letter to the 

Alta California (see attachments) in which he says Hartford is 

the “handsomest city” he has ever seen, guide their reading of 

this letter, and elicit from discussion the reasons they see for 

why Twain found Hartford to be so attractive, i.e. beautiful 

streets, homes, landscaping, and people with “steady habits” 

who made their wealth from insurance, publishing, and machine 

industries. 

The teacher will transition to an independent study assignment 

in which small student groups are tasked with creating a photo 

essay, perhaps using PowerPoint,that depicts a comparison of 

various aspects of Gilded Age Hartford and their own town/city 

as manufacturing, financial, and commercial centers (or perhaps 

agricultural centers or transportation hubs) or depicting a 

comparison of the cities’ leading civic, religious, and social 

institutions. One group will be asked to make a photo essay of 

Mark Twain’s Hartford home as compared to a prominent home 

in their own community at that time (see attachments). 

Each group will present their photo essay to the whole class, 

allowing all students time to complete the compare and 

contrast graphic organizer (see attachments). 

Once each student has completed the graphic organizer, they 
 

will be assigned to write a compare/contrast essay on the 

degree to which Hartford and their town/city typified the Gilded 

Age.



 

 

“COMMON CORE” CONNECTIONS: 
 

CCSS. Literacy. SL. 9-12. 4 Present information, findings, and 

support evidence, conveying a clear and distinct perspective, 

such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning, alternative or 

opposing perspectives are addressed, and the organization, 

development, substance, and style are appropriate to the 

purpose, audience, and range of tasks. 

 
 

MATERIALS AND/OR ATTACHMENTS: 
 

Photographs of Hartford and text from “Hartford, CT as a Manufacturing, 

Business and Commercial Center…” by The Hartford Board of Trade, 

1889; http://www.quinnipiac.edu/media/abl/etext/hartford/hartford.html; an 
online resource sponsored by Quinnipiac University 

 

Local library/historical society resources for period photographs and 

textual material 

Graphic organizer 
 

“Samual Clemens to the Alta California 
 

Essay rubric 
 

 
 

Procedure: 
 

The teacher will also show photographs of Twain’s home from the book Mark 
 

Twain House, edited by Henry Darbee (1995), and

http://www.quinnipiac.edu/media/abl/etext/hartford/hartford.html
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