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Lesson Guide
Objectives: 
The students will be better able to:
	 •	 Describe	the	experiences	of	a	shipyard	worker	on	the	homefront	during	WWII.	
	 •	 Obtain	information	from	a	variety	of	primary	sources.

Time: 
	 •	 First Person Narrative:	6:19		minutes
	 •	 Analysis Questions:	6	minutes

Grade Level: 6th-12th

Vocabulary: 
The	first	person	narratives	contain	several	words	that	may	be	unfamiliar	to	21st-century	readers.	Whenever	
these	words	are	used	within	narratives	or	primary	sources,	the	Web	page	will	include	definitions	for	those	
words.		Good	historians	always	have	a	dictionary	nearby	when	doing	research	or	writing,	so	students	should	as	
well.
Here	is	the	list	specific	to	this	activity:
	 •	 trade –	an	occupation	requiring	manual	or	mechanical	skill	

Materials: 
	 •	 Computer	with	Internet	access	(with	Flash	plug-in	&	Adobe	Reader)
  – Maritime Voices: Merchant Mariners and Shipyard Workers Remember WWII 	Web	site		 	 	
	 	 			(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater	/oral_histories/maritime_voices/)
	 	 –	Transcript	of	the	audio	clip	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_	 	
	 	 				voices/pdf/transcript_thomas.pdf)
	 •	 Student	Worksheet	PDF	(print	or	digital)	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/	 	
	 	 				maritime_voices/pdf/worksheet_thomas.pdf)
	 •	 Printer	(recommended)

From	Many,	One:	
Maria	Isabel	Solis	Thomas,	Shipyard	Worker
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Preparation:
1.	 Visit	the	Maria	Isabel	Solis	Thomas	page	of Maritime Voices	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/	 	
	 oral_histories/maritime_voices/thomas.htm)	to	preview	the	content.
2.	 Download	&	print	the	transcript	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_	 	
	 voices/pdf/transcript_thomas.pdf)	for	the	Maria	Isabel	Solis	Thomas	recording.		Consider	making		copies		 	
	 for	students.
3.	 Print	the	student	worksheet	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_voices/						
	 pdf/worksheet_thomas.pdf)	to	distribute	to	students.

Standards:
NCHS 5-12 United States History Standards
 Era 8, Standard 3C:	The	student	understands	the	effects	of	World	War	II	at	home.

NCHS 5-12 World History Standards
 Era 8, Standard 4B:	The	student	understands	the	global	scope,	outcome,	and	human	costs	of	the	war.	

NCHS 5-12 Standards in Historical Thinking 
 2B:	Reconstruct	the	literal	meaning	of	a	historical	passage
 2C:	Identify	the	central	question(s)
 2F:	Appreciate	historical	perspectives
 4B:	Obtain	historical	data	from	a	variety	of	sources
 4F:	Support	interpretations	with	historical	evidence

Introduction:
In	order	to	better	understand	events	and	people	of	the	past,	historians	examine	many	different	types	of	primary	
sources.		Government	records,	letters,	photographs	and	artifacts	are	just	a	few	examples	of	primary	sources.		
First-person	narratives	are	a	very	valuable	type	of	primary	source	since	they	are	the	words	of	people	who	
actually	lived	through	the	events	they	speak	of.	The	audio	recording	used	in	this	lesson	is	an	oral	history	of	an	
individual	who	lived	through	these	events.

Historical Context:
World	War	II	scrambled	American	society.	Jobs	in	shipyards	brought	men,	women,	and	families	to	parts	of	the	
country	they	had	never	visited	before.	In	their	new	homes,	they	often	lived	and	worked	among	people	of	many	
different	backgrounds.	At	the	peak	of	wartime	production	in	1943,	women	made	up	more	than	10	percent	of	the	
work	force	in	most	of	the	shipyards.	Listen	to	the	story	of	Maria	Isabel	Solis	Thomas,	to	gain	an	understanding	
of	the	immense	changes	World	War	II	caused	within	American	society.

Task:
Students	use	their	listening	skills	to	discover	important	information	from	the	oral	history,	then	work	with	
several	supporting	primary	sources	to	answer	questions	about	Maria	Isabel	Solis	Thomas	and/or	her	
experiences.
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Questions:
1.	 After	carefully	listening	to	Mrs.	Thomas’	recorded	statements,	describe	where	her	co-workers	were	from	

What	possible	inferences	could	you	make	regarding	her	feelings	about	living	and	working	among	people	
of	many	different	backgrounds?	Pay	close	attention	to	her	tone	of	voice,	the	frequency	with	which	she	
describes	where	her	co-workers	were	from,	and	the	context	of	these	statements.

Mrs. Thomas’s co-workers were Italians, Portuguese, and Mexicans, from all over 
the country, including Colorado, Washington, & Pennsylvania. I would infer she had 
positive feelings about working among people of many different backgrounds. Her tone 
of voice sounds positive, and she mentions the diversity of her co-workers in the context 
of happy things, like how beautiful the dorms were and what the women would do “on 
rest.” She also says that all of the girls were friendly and would converse. She mentions 
the “girls” being from all over the country at a few different points of the interview. 
It’s possible she thought this was an important part of her experience or that this was 
unusual to her.

2.	 Citing	evidence	from	the	recorded	statements	of	Mrs.	Thomas	and	at	least	one	supporting	primary	source,		 	
	 what	was	she	proud	of	and	what	is	her	reason	for	taking	on	such	dangerous	work?	

Mrs. Thomas was proud of being able to do her job well and of supporting her country. 
Many of the photographs and posters aimed at women in the workforce also picked up 
those themes, encouraging women to work for their country and support the “boys” in 
the war effort. Women such as ‘Rosie the Riveter’ and ‘Wendy the Welder’ symbolized 
the effort to have women working in the factories and the shipyards in traditionally 
male jobs. Mrs. Thomas states that they were “crazy kids” and they were going to do the 
dangerous jobs without a second thought in order to help the “boys” going “out there.”

3.	 According	to	the	recorded	statements	of	Mrs.	Thomas	and	both	supporting	primary	sources,	which	job	do		 	
	 you	think	had	the	most	female	shipyard	workers?	

Mrs. Thomas’ statement, the photograph, and the poster from Richmond indicate that 
welding was a primary job for women workers. Women with smaller body frames were 
ideally suited to do welding tasks, many of which had to be done in small, tight spaces. 

Compare/Contrast:
Thomas’s	narrative	pairs	well	with	any	of	the	narratives	to	compare	the	experiences	on	the	homefront	or	on	the	
front	lines	of	the	convoys.

Supporting Primary Sources:
See	pages	4	and	5	in	this	guide.

Additional Primary & Secondary Sources:
	 •	 Page	of	the	online	exhibition	On the Water	by	the	National	Museum	of	American	History	describes		 	
	 	 the	shipbuilding	industry	in	WWII	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/exhibition/6_2.html)
	 •	 A	4-minute	video	by	the	History	Channel	that	includes	archival	footage	and	recorded	speeches		 	 	
	 	 by	President	Franklin	D.	Roosevelt	regarding	the	shipbuilding	industry		(http://americanhistory.	 	
	 	 si.edu/onthewater/assets/video/building_ships_for_victory.flv)
	 •	 A	longer	description	of	her	interview	from	the	University	of	Texas	at	Austin		(http://www.lib.utexas.	 	
	 	 edu/voces/template-stories-indiv.html?work_urn=urn%3Autlol%3Awwlatin.420&work_title=Thomas	 	
	 	 %2C+Maria+Isabel+Solis)
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“Wendy the Welder” and “Rosie the Riveter”
Women	 entered	 the	 work	 force	 in	 history-making	 numbers	 during	 World	 War	 II.	 At	 the	 peak	 of	 wartime	
production	in	1943,	women	made	up	more	than	10	percent	of	the	work	force	in	most	of	the	shipyards.	Although	
“Rosie	the	Riveter”	was	their	symbol,	there	actually	were	few	women	riveters.	“Wendy	the	Welder”	is	closer	to	
the	truth,	since	women	helped	assemble	the	first	generation	of	welded	ships.	These	women	are	chipping	excess	
metal	from	a	welded	joint	at	Baltimore’s	Bethlehem-Fairfield	Shipyards.

Courtesy of the Library of Congress
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“Women at Work”
This	 page	 from	a	 1944	booklet	 about	 the	 four	 shipyards	 in	Richmond,	California,	 provides	 a	 glimpse	 of	 the	
workforce	during	wartime.	At	peak	production	in	1943	there	were	90,000	employees	on	the	payroll	in	all	of	the	
yards	combined.	The	average	Richmond	Shipyard	worker	earned	$61.00	per	week	in	1944.

From A Booklet of Illustrated Facts about the Shipyards at Richmond California, Second edition published by 
the Permanente Metals Corporation (Richmond, California: June 30, 1944).


