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WORKERS OF THE PAST 

Workers of the Past  

Introduction  

In the past, all work was done by people. People made everything by hand, even tools 
that they used. Around three hundred years ago, that began to change. Scientists and 
inventors started building machines that were used to do work that was earlier done by 
people. This changed how people lived and how they worked.  

Some occupations became less needed or even disappeared because machines 
replaced people and technology changed what we need. For example, before electric 
lamps were invented, gas lamps were used to light up city streets. Individuals known as 
lamplighters walked around city streets every evening to light up each lamp by hand. They 
also returned in the early morning to put the lamps out. Today, we no longer need 
lamplighters because electric street lamps turn themselves on and off automatically.  

Other occupations changed because workers could now use machines. For example, in 
the past, farmers did everything by hand or with the help of animals. They used only 
simple tools. Today, farmers use many types of machines that make work on a farm faster 
and easier. For example, farmers today can use tractors to pull heavy equipment (like a 
plow) while in the past they had to pull it by hand or use a horse or an ox to do it.   

The development of technology also created occupations that did not exist before. For 
example, the invention of cars created the occupation of a car mechanic while the 
invention of a computer created the occupation of the computer programmer.  

In this activity, you will look at seven black and white photos that show the workers of the 
past. Some of them used machines in their work, while others did not. Some occupations 
that you will see in the photos no longer exist while others are still common. Photos used 
in this activity will help us understand how people worked in the past and how technology 
changed nearly all jobs and occupations.  

Note for educators: Some photos used in this activity document obsolete technology that 
will likely be unrecognizable to students. We recommend using this activity in class rather 
and as a homework assignment unless relevant background information is provided prior 
to assigning this activity to students.  
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WORKERS OF THE PAST 

 
 
Photo 1: Operators work at the Fort Smith telephone office in Fort Smith, ca. 1900 (Business and Industry 

photograph collection, ca. 1860s-1970s) 
 

Questions: 

1. What can we see in Photo 1? When and where was this photo taken? See the 
photo caption for more information. 

2. Who are the individuals in the photo? What is their job?  

3. Are the workers in Photo 1 men or women? 

4. What kind of clothes are the workers in Photo 1 wearing? Do people wear similar 
clothes to work today? 

5. Are there any machines in this photo? If yes, what type of machines? How did 
these machines change how people worked in the past?  

6. How did these machines change how people communicated in the past? 

7. Does the occupation that we see in this photo exist today? If no, why does this 
occupation no longer exist? 
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WORKERS OF THE PAST 

 
 

Photo 2: Teachers and principal from a school in Fort Smith, ca. 1910s (Education photograph collection, 
ca. 1880-1930) 

 
Questions: 

1. What can we see in Photo 2? When and where was this photo taken? See the 
photo caption for more information. 

2. Who are the individuals in the photo? What is their job?  
3. Are the workers in Photo 2 men or women? Are teachers in your school men or 

women?   
4. What kind of clothes are the workers in Photo 2 wearing? Do people wear similar 

clothes to work today?  
5. The photo caption says that there are “teachers and principal” in this photo. 

Which individual in the photo could be a principal? How did you decide which 
person was likely a principal? 

6. Do the occupations that we see in this photo exist today?  
7. Are there any machines in this photo?  
8. This photo does not show any machines. Do teachers today use any machines 

(or technology) in the classroom? What types of machines can we find in the 
classroom today?  
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WORKERS OF THE PAST 

 
Photo 3: Arkansas Gazette employees work in the editorial room, 1939 (Arkansas Gazette Business 

Files, 1819-1983) 
 

Questions: 

1. What can we see in Photo 3? When and where was this photo taken? See the 
photo caption for more information. 

2. Who are the individuals in the photo? What is their job?  
3. Are the workers in Photo 3 men or women?  
4. Note that only one worker in this photo is a woman. What is her job? Why do you 

think there is only one woman in the editorial room, where newspaper articles 
were written and edited?  

5. What kind of clothes are the workers in Photo 3 wearing? Do people wear similar 
clothes to work today?  

6. Are there any machines in this photo? If yes, what types of machines? How did 
these machines change how people worked in the past?  

7. In the past, people got their news only from newspapers. There are still many 
newspapers published around the world every day, but we can get news from 
many other sources. What sources of news are available today?  

8. What types of machines or technology can journalists today use to report the 
news to us? 
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Photo 4: Arkansas Gazette composition room, 1939 (Arkansas Gazette Business Files, 1819-1983) 
 

Questions: 

1. What can we see in Photo 4? When and where was this photo taken? See the 
photo caption for more information. 

2. Who are the individuals in the photo? What is their job?  

3. Are the workers in Photo 4 men or women?  

4. What kind of clothes are the workers in Photo 4 wearing? Do people wear similar 
clothes to work today?  

5. Are there any machines in this photo? If yes, what types of machines? How did 
these machines change how people worked in the past?  

6. Composition rooms are where newspapers are designed and prepared for print. 
Today, they look different than the composition room in this photo. Research 
what a typical composition room looks like today. What types of machines and 
technology are used to prepare newspapers for print today? Who does this 
work?  
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Photo 5: Workers at the state revenue office in Little Rock use adding machines to aid their paperwork, 
1954 (Earl Saunders, Jr., photographs, 1870-197) 

 
Questions: 

1. What can we see in Photo 5? When and where was this photo taken? See the 
photo caption for more information. “State revenue office” is the office where 
money from taxes and other types of state fees (e.g., fees for driver’s license) is 
collected and counted.    

2. Who are the individuals in the photo? What is their job?  
3. Are the workers in Photo 5 men or women?  
4. What kind of clothes are the workers in Photo 5 wearing? Do people wear similar 

clothes to work today?  
5. Does the occupation that we see in this photo exist today?  
6. Are there any machines in this photo?  
7. This photo shows machines that were used to check whether money collected 

from taxes and fees added up. Do you think that workers at the state revenue 
office use the same type of machines today? If not, what types of machines do 
they use? 
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Photo 6: A service station employee fills up a Ford Country sedan, Little Rock, 1958 (Earl Saunders, Jr., 

photographs, 1870-1977) 
 

Questions:  
1. What can we see in Photo 6? When and where was this photo taken? See the 

photo caption for more information.  
2. Is the worker in Photo 6 a man or a woman?  
3. Who is the individual in the photo? What is his job?  
4. What kind of clothes is the worker in Photo 6 wearing? Do people wear similar 

clothes to work today?  
5. Are there any machines in this photo? If yes, how did these machines change 

how people work and how we live today?  
6. Does the occupation that we see in this photo exist today?  
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Photo 7: Members of the Dunbar High School custodial staff, not dated, ca. 1950s/60s (National Dunbar 
Alumni Association Historical Collection) 

 
Questions:  

1. What can we see in Photo 7? When and where was this photo taken? See the 
photo caption for more information. 

2. Who are the individuals in the photo? What is their job?  
3. Are the workers in Photo 7 men or women? Are custodial staff in your school 

men or women?   
4. What kind of clothes are the workers in Photo 7 wearing? Do people wear similar 

clothes to work today?  
5. Are there any machines in this photo?  
6. This photo does not show any machines. Do custodians in your school use any 

machines in their work? If yes, what types of machines do they use?  
 


