
Activity: Congressional Debates Over the Women’s 
Army Corps

Guiding question: 
How does the debate over establishing the Women’s 
Army Corps reflect tension surrounding changes to 
traditional gender roles of the era? 

DEVELOPED BY CHRISTINA O’CONNOR
Grade Level(s): 	 9-12
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Overview
Students will read and analyze the Congressional Record to 
determine the controversies surrounding the establishment 
of the Women’s Army Corps and will collaboratively explore 
connections between women’s roles in the military and gen-
der roles of the era. Students will synthesize their findings in 
a final assessment.

Historical Context
After American entry into World War II, women wanted to 
volunteer to support the effort. Massachusetts Republican 
Congresswoman Edith Nourse Rogers introduced legislation 
in the House of Representatives to establish the Women’s 
Army Corps (WAC), formalizing a role for women in military 
service. This caused debate in the Congress regarding ques-
tions of implementation, pay, benefits, and veteran status. 
Ultimately the bill was signed into law and by the end of the 
war, thousands of women had served as WACs, both in the 
United States and abroad, and made important contributions 
to the Allied success.

Objectives
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be able to

•	 Describe the reasons members of Congress supported and opposed the Women’s Army Corps; 
and

•	 Evaluate how that debate reflected gender roles of the era.

Standards Connections 
Connections to Common Core 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1  Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of pri-
mary and secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specific details to an under-
standing of the text as a whole.

"Women played a vital 
role in World War II. 

The establishment of the 
Women’s Army Corps, 

introduced in the House 
by Congresswoman Edith 

Nourse Rogers (R-MA) 
helped formalize that 

role. The debate over this 
legislation addressed the 

conflict between established 
gender roles of the era 
and newly envisioned 

opportunities for women."
— Christina O’Connor

O’Connor teaches at Hingham High School 
in Hingham, Massachusetts.
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CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.3  Evaluate various explanations for actions or events and 
determine which explanation best accords with textual evidence, acknowledging where the 
text leaves matters uncertain.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6  Evaluate authors' differing points of view on the same his-
torical event or issue by assessing the authors' claims, reasoning, and evidence.

Connections to C3 Framework
D2.Civ.13.9-12.  Evaluate public policies in terms of intended and unintended outcomes, 
and related consequences.

D2.His.1.9-12.  Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique 
circumstances of time and place as well as broader historical contexts.

D2.His.5.9-12.  Analyze how historical contexts shaped and continue to shape people’s 
perspectives.

Documents Used ★ indicates an ABMC source

Primary Sources
Bradshaw Crandell, Are you a girl with star-spangled heart?--Join the WAC now!--Thousands of 
Army jobs need filling!, 1943 
United States Army Recruiting Publicity Bureau
Library of Congress (LC-USZC4-1653)

Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, May 28, 1941 to June 10, 1943

Gregory d’Alessio, “These Women!”
U.S. Army Women’s Museum

Anne Mergen, “Something New Has Been Added”
U.S. Army Women’s Museum

Secondary Sources
Cartoon Analysis Worksheet
National Archives and Records Administration
https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/cartoon_analysis_worksheet.pdf

http://abmceducation.org
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Rose Puchalla Fallen Hero Profile ★
American Battle Monuments Commission
http://abmceducation.org/understandingsacrifice/soldier/rose-puchalla

Materials
•	 Cartoon Analysis Worksheet
•	 Reasons for and Challenges to the Women’s Army Corps Chart
•	 Reasons for and Challenges to the Women’s Army Corps Chart Answer Key
•	 Women’s Army Corps Student Assessment
•	 Women’s Army Corps Student Assessment Rubric

Lesson Preparation
•	 Make one copy of the political cartoons for each student or prepare slides of the political 

cartoons if you will project them or share them online.
•	 Make one copy of the following for each student:

◦◦ Cartoon Analysis Worksheet
◦◦ Reasons for and Challenges to the Women’s Army Corps Chart 
◦◦ Women’s Army Corps Student Assessment
◦◦ Women’s Army Corps Student Assessment Rubric

•	 Divide the class into eight groups. 
◦◦ Print one page of the Congressional Record excerpt for each group.

Procedure
Activity One: Political Cartoons (15 minutes)

•	 Explain that the class will study the role of women in the military during World War II and you 
will begin class by analyzing two political cartoons.

•	 Distribute (or share digitally) copies of political cartoons. 
•	 Lead students in an analysis of the cartoons. Based on teacher discretion, you can choose to:

◦◦ Direct each student to analyze  both cartoons using the Cartoon Analysis Worksheet.
◦◦ Split the class in half, with half of the class analyzing one cartoon and half the other. Upon 

completion, they pair up with a peer to debrief.
◦◦ Analyze one or both of the cartoons to use with the whole class.

•	 Debrief the significance of the cartoon(s) with the whole class.

http://abmceducation.org
http://abmceducation.org/understandingsacrifice/soldier/rose-puchalla


ABMCEDUCATION.ORG 
American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day | Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media

Activity: Congressional Debates Over the Women’s Army Corps      4

Activity Two: Analyzing the Congressional Record (45 minutes)
•	 Divide the class into eight groups.
•	 Introduce the remainder of the lesson with the context appropriate for your class. Consider:

◦◦ the role of women in war over time; 
◦◦ the concept of separate spheres;
◦◦ the impact of that concept on women engaging in any type of military service; and 
◦◦ the reluctance during the Great Depression to employ women over men.

•	 Introduce the Congressional Record, a transcript of the debates on the floor of the House of 
Representatives and the Senate. Explain to students that they will be using the Congressional 
Record to analyze the debate over the Women’s Army Corps.

◦◦ Teacher Tip: Mandated by the Constitution and published by the Government Printing 
Office, the Congressional Record captures the democratic debate and discussion that occurs 
in the United States Congress. 

◦◦ Teacher Tip: Between 1942 and 1943, Congress engaged in two discussions about women 
in the Army. In 1942 the debate was about establishing the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps 
(WAAC). In 1943, Congress dropped the “auxiliary” status to provide increased benefits 
for women serving in the Corps and established the Women’s Army Corps (WAC). The 
Congressional Record documents in this lesson are from that first debate in 1942 over the 
WAAC, as they include a richer understanding of the controversy over women serving in the 
military. Students may notice the different term as they analyze the Congressional Record.

•	 Distribute to each group one page of the Congressional Record excerpts. 
•	 Distribute to each student the chart, Reasons for and Challenges to the Women's Army Corps.
•	 Instruct students to read their assigned excerpt and fill in the chart with reasons from the 

Congressional Record. 
•	 Compile a master chart on the board with each student’s contributions.
•	 Lead a discussion on what the bill reveals about gender roles, personnel needs during the war, 

and shifting priorities during the war.
•	 Ask students: 

◦◦ How were the challenges resolved? 

◦◦ What does this show about compromise at that time?
•	 Instruct students to return to the documents to create a list of the stakeholders evident in the 

documents. Who is involved in this debate? How does each stakeholder’s involvement influence the 
debate?

•	 Lead a discussion:
◦◦ What does this debate show about the long term consequences and considerations of this bill? 
◦◦ Will WACs be veterans? 

http://abmceducation.org
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◦◦ Will WACs be eligible for benefits? 
◦◦ What are the rules to which WACs are subject?
◦◦ What are the protections for which WACs will be eligible?

Assessment
•	 Distribute a copy of the Women’s Army Corps Student Assessment and Women’s Army Corps 

Student Assessment Rubric to each student.
•	 Review the directions and clarify as necessary.
•	 The Assessment can be scored using the Women’s Army Corps Student Assessment Rubric.

Methods for Extension
•	 Students can compare and contrast the debate over the Women’s Army Corps to the 

contemporary debate over women in combat roles in the military. 

•	 Students can research how other branches of the military incorporated women during World 
War II. 

•	 Students can learn about a member of the Women’s Army Corps, Private First Class Rose F. 
Puchalla.

•	 The American Battle Monuments Commission maintains U.S. military cemeteries overseas. These 
cemeteries are permanent memorials to the fallen, but it is important that students know the 
stories of those who rest here. To learn more about the stories of some of the men and women who 
made the ultimate sacrifice, visit www.abmceducation.org/understandingsacrifice/abmc-sites.

Adaptations
•	 Teachers could model the analysis of the Congressional Record at the start of the lesson before 

students begin independent work.

•	 Students can work in small groups to analyze the Congressional Record.

•	 Teachers can break the lesson into two parts so students can work on the analysis of the 
Congressional Record for homework. 

•	 Teachers could record audio or annotate the Congressional Record as needed.

http://abmceducation.org
www.abmceducation.org/understandingsacrifice/abmc-sites


ABMCEDUCATION.ORG 
American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day | Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media

Activity: Congressional Debates Over the Women’s Army Corps | Handouts

Cartoon Analysis Worksheet 
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Reasons for and Challenges to the Women’s Army Corps Chart
Using your assigned excerpt from the Congressional Record, add to the chart below. Compile 
answers from the class and add them to the chart.

Support for the Women’s Army Corps Challenges to the Women’s Army Corps

Who are the stakeholders evident in the Congressional Record? Who is involved in this debate?
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Reasons for and Challenges to the Women’s Army Corps Chart        
Answer Key

Support for the Women’s Army Corps Challenges to the Women’s Army Corps

Frees a man for combat
Women help increase production
Women already skilled in administrative work
Willingness to serve

Threatens current Army structure
Women too empowered
Will negatively impact established gender roles
Concern about women’s inexperience
Required too much training
Would require long term benefits
Women would take jobs from male civilians

Who are the stakeholders evident in the Congressional Record? Who is involved in this debate?

members of Congress

constituents

women who wrote to Congresswoman Edith Nourse Rogers

Army Chief of Staff George Marshall

Secretary of War Henry Stimson

Department of Veterans Affairs

http://abmceducation.org
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Women’s Army Corps Student Assessment
In a two-page, typed response, complete one of the following assignments:

•	 Imagine that Congresswoman Rogers could travel through time and come address your class. 
Create questions that high school students might ask her today and craft the responses you 
think she might give.

•	 Imagine you are a reporter. Write a radio broadcast for your listeners in which you include a 
summary and analysis of the key issues of this debate.

•	 Imagine you are a filmmaker seeking funding for a documentary on the Women’s Army Corps. 
Pitch to potential financial backers why this is an important story for them to support. 

http://abmceducation.org
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Women’s Army Corps Student Assessment Rubric 

Advanced Proficient Basic Emerging

Synthesis of 
Arguments

You have addressed 
both sides of the 
argument, showing 
both strengths and 
weaknesses.

You have addressed 
both sides of the 
argument. 

You have not fully 
addressed both sides 
of the argument, nor 
the strengths and 
weaknesses of each.

You have not addressed 
both sides of the 
argument.

Historical 
Evidence

You have included at 
least four identifiable 
references to the 
debate in the 
Congressional Record.

You have included 
at least three 
identifiable references 
to the debate in the 
Congressional Record.

You have included at 
least two identifiable 
references to the 
debate in the 
Congressional Record.

You have not included 
sufficient textual 
evidence from 
the debate in the 
Congressional Record.

Accuracy Your work reveals a 
deep understanding 
of the debate over 
the Women’s Army 
Corps. There are no 
factual errors or major 
omissions.

Your work reveals a 
strong understanding 
of the debate over the 
Women’s Army Corps. 
There are few factual 
errors and/or major 
omissions.

Your work reveals a 
general understanding 
of the debate over the 
Women’s Army Corps. 
There are some factual 
errors and/or major 
omissions.

Your work reveals a 
minimal understanding 
of the debate over the 
Women’s Army Corps. 
There are several 
factual errors and/or 
major omissions.

Professional 
Product

You follow the format 
of the assignment 
with a high degree 
of creativity. Your 
work is coherent and 
convincing with no 
spelling or grammatical 
mistakes.

You follow the format 
of the assignment with 
some creativity, Your 
work is coherent and 
convincing with few 
spelling or grammatical 
mistakes.

You follow the format 
of the assignment. 
Your work is generally 
coherent and 
convincing with some 
spelling or grammatical 
mistakes.

You do not fully follow 
the format of the 
assignment, and your 
work lacks coherence. 
There are multiple 
spelling or grammatical 
mistakes that impede 
understanding.
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, May 28, 1941, p. 4531
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, May 28, 1941, p. 4531 cont.
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, May 28, 1941, p. 4532 cont.
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2581
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2582-3 cont.
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2582-3 cont.
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2583 cont.
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2854
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2585
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2585 cont.
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2588, 2590
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2592

http://abmceducation.org


ABMCEDUCATION.ORG 
American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day | Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media

Activity: Congressional Debates Over the Women’s Army Corps | Reading 7

Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2592 cont.
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, March 17, 1942, p. 2593 cont.
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, June 10, 1943, p. 5679
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Congressional Record, U.S. House of Representatives, June 10, 1943, p. 5680
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Gregory d’Alessio, “These Women!”
U.S. Army Women’s Museum
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Anne Mergen, “Something New Has Been Added”
U.S. Army Women’s Museum
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