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Plot Summary—“Reading Between the Lines”

Pete learns that he was hired to be a sales gimmick. Since he is somewhat famous for
having his picture on the front-page of a major newspaper, his boss uses that fame to sell
papers. He has Pete stand under a banner with his picture and the words, “Get Your Copy from
the Famous Ex-Steel Mill Worker, Progressive Pete.”

The gimmick works and Pete is soon recognized by those passing-by. He sells out of his
papers in a record time.

Mr. Rafferty also explains to Pete the secret to selling papers — “It’s all about the
headlines.” He prints exciting headlines to catch the attention of potential customers. These
headlines deal with dangerous working conditions, political corruption, the evils of alcohol,
women’s suffrage, and other Progressive issues that are hot topics.

In need of headlines one day, Mr. Rafferty has Pete come by his office at the end of a
work day. He wants Pete to describe what it was like working in a factory. Pete describes some
of the hardships, but mainly says that the employees at the factory put in an honest day’s work
for a fair wage.

The next day, Pete sees that the headline in the newspaper is “Inside Secrets of a Dangerous
Steel Mill.” He realizes that Mr. Rafferty has exaggerated and twisted the things he had said.

Quotations and Talking Points

page 37

— In large letters above my picture was “The Progressive.” Under it were
the words: “Get Your Copy from the Famous Ex-Steel Worker,
Progressive Pete”

Advertising & the Media Newspapers were the main source (and basically only source) of mass
media in the early 1900s. Aside from printing about daily events,
newspapers were also the chief source of advertising for many
businesses. However, the industry was very competitive, and
newspapers also had to find ways to advertise and increase their
circulation. In the story, The Progressive newspaper is using Pete’s new-
found fame as a source of advertising.

page 38
— “It’s all about the headlines,” Mr. Rafferty said...

Headlines and In order to interest readers and increase circulations, newspapers of the
early 1900s (and sometimes even today) printed outrageous headlines.
This practice, known as “Yellow Journalism,” was made famous by
William Randolph Hearst. The publishing giant owned several major
newspapers and was often criticized for distorting the news in an effort
to make more exciting headlines.

“Yellow Journalism”



Writing Integration
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page 41
— Each day was something new:

“Women’s Suffrage Rally Draws Record Crowd.”
“City Officials Caught Taking Bribes”
“Alcohol to Blame for Saloon Fight”

Progressive Headlines All of the headlines above are typical of the ones that defined the
Progressive Movement of the early 1900s. Aside from focusing on
helping the poor and improving working conditions, Progressives also
supported women'’s suffrage (women could not vote in federal elections
until 1920), tried to expose political corruption, and campaigned for a
national ban of alcohol (they succeeded in this in 1920, but Prohibition
was largely unpopular and later repealed).

page 42

— “People get excited when you talk about child labor, or Big
Business, or political corruption... I’m happy to support the
Progressive Movement—if it doesn’t get in the way of my sales.”

The “Bandwagon” During the Progressive Movement, there were many people who
believed strongly in helping society. However, there was also a
“pbandwagon” of supporters who did not care as much about the issues,
but joined the movement for their own self interests (i.e. to make money,
to gain power, to please others, etc.). In the story, this is the case for The
Progressive newspaper, which only writes about Progressive issues
because it helps sell papers.

page 44

— “Did management ever force anyone to work at the blast
furnace without training?” he asked... “No way...”

page 46

“What if some of the steel was deformed or not measured
correctly? Did you ship it out anyway?”... “Are you kidding?” I asked.

Incentives for Safety Progressives of the early 1900s argued that the government needed to step

& High Qual ity ?n to protect the public from thg factori_es a_nd Big Business_. This was true
in some cases; however, the major motivation for companies to stay safe
and produce quality products did not come from the government. The
factories wanted to prevent injuries (which were costly) and produce
quality products (which the customers demanded) in order to stay
competitive with other companies. These market forces actually did more
to keep factories in line than anything else.

Table of Contents

Ask your students to prepare a Table of Contents for a book entitled, The
Progressive Era. They should come up with 4 or 5 chapters that they feel are appropriate—
and important—for a book of this title. For example, there will probably be chapters on,
“Views of the Progressives” , “Actions by the Progressives” , “Opponents of the Progressive
Movement” , and “Successes and Failures of the Progressive Movement” ,




