
Revolution, Reaction, 
Reform in History

National History Day 2026



There is a different 
National History Day 

theme every year.
● Same theme for all students
● Big idea that you have to 

connect to your topic
● The themes are very broad - 

many topics will connect





The theme is a lens 
through which you       

view your topic. 
Example: Montgomery Bus Boycott
● How was the Montgomery Bus Boycott 

a reaction to racial segregation?
● What reforms were a result of the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott and the 
successful Supreme Court case?

● How did the strategies used in the  
Montgomery Bus Boycott revolutionize 
the way people fought for rights during 
the civil rights movement?

J.R. Eyerman. Life Magazine, November 26, 1952



What’s the difference between revolution 
and reform?



What’s the difference between revolution 
and reform?

● Reform happens when people work to 
change something for the better 
without completely getting rid of it. 

● Synonyms:
○ Noun: Improvement, correction, 

change, adaptation, amendment
○ Verb: Improve, correct, alter, adjust, 

adapt
● Reform is like fixing your car. You keep 

the same car, but you make it better by 
getting new tires.



Example: 1970 Minneapolis Teachers’ Strike
In 1970, teachers in Minneapolis went on strike. They wanted better 
pay, smaller class sizes, and better working conditions. Even though 
public employees were not allowed to strike, 2,200 teachers protested. 

After a compromise was reached, teachers went back to the 
classroom. In addition to the changes in the classroom, the strike also 
led to the passage of the Minnesota Public Employee Labor Relations 
Act (PELRA). Labor laws were changed, and public employees could 
legally strike.

Revolution or Reform? It may be stronger to argue that the 1970 
strike was a reform. Teachers worked within an existing system for 
change. You could connect to revolution by connecting to the larger 
labor movement PERLA as a dramatic and wide-reaching change.

Minneapolis Teachers Strike, 1970. Minnesota Historical 
Society.

“The effort to change to a better state or form; to 
improve by alteration, substitution, abolition.”



What’s the difference between revolution 
and reform?

● Revolution is when people want major 
change. They want to do things in an 
entirely new way, or completely change 
the way people think about something. 

● Synonyms:
○ Noun: Rebellion, revolt, 

transformation, disruption, 
innovation

● Revolution is like buying a new car 
instead of fixing the old one, or 
inventing a whole new kind of 
transportation.





Example: Henry Ford and the Assembly Line
The moving assembly line was introduced by Henry Ford in 1913. 
This process increased production and allowed Ford to reduce 
costs, dropping the consumer price, and increasing sales. The 
process spread to other manufacturers and other industries.

Revolution or Reform? The assembly line, popularized by Ford, 
was revolutionary. It was a dramatic change in the United States. 
It created change not only in car assembly, but also spread to 
many other industries and reshaped manufacturing processes. 
Ford also implemented other reforms in his factories, like the 
Five-Dollar Day (doubling worker’s wages) as a way to improve 
worker satisfaction with a more tedious job.

“The forcible overthrow of a government or social order, in favor of 
a new system; a dramatic and wide-reaching change in the way 
something works or is organized or in people’s ideas about it.”
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Assembly LIne Postcard, 
1920s. Detroit Historical 
Society.



What about reaction?

● Reaction is how someone or 
something responds to 
something else that happens. 

● All topics should connect to 
reaction. 
○ This could be the “spark” for your 

topic – people reacted by trying to 
change things. 

○ Reaction could be the impact of 
your topic - how people responded 
to or changed things because of 
your topic. 



Your theme connection is 
unique to your topic.
● You might find revolution, reaction, 

or reform in any “part” of your topic - 
before, during, or after the main 
event.

● There may be different connections 
within the same topic. 



Making a Strong 
Theme Connection





For Example: The Cuban 
Missile Crisis
● The Cuban Missile Crisis was the closest 

the world ever came to nuclear war. 
During the Cold War, between the 
United States and the Soviet Union, the 
Soviet Union placed missiles on the 
island of Cuba, which could have hit 
targets in the US. Through tense 
negotiations, the two countries made 
promises to avoid nuclear war.

● A project on this topic might focus on 
the reactions of both countries in the 
conflict and the diplomatic reforms 
that came out of it to prevent similar 
situations. This project might not focus 
on revolution.

Reaction

Reform



You don’t have to talk 
about revolution, 
reaction, and reform 
equally.
● One might have played a larger 

part in your topic. You might 
discuss one more in your project.

● Example: Delano Grape Strike
A project on this topic might focus 
more on the reforms that the 
strikers were demanding to 
improve working conditions and 
the reactions of the public to 
support their cause. 

Delano Grape Strike and Boycott Pamphlet, 1970. National Archives.



Historical context will 
help to show how your 
topic was a revolution or 
reform. 
● How was it different from what came 

before?
● For Example: Florence Nightingale

Nightingale was a pioneer in nursing, 
The reforms she advocated for, like 
handwashing and ventilation, 
reduced mortality rates in hospitals. 
How as her approach different from 
what came before? 

Florence Nightingale by Goodman, 1858. Prince Henry Hospital Museum.



Focus on one major 
“connection” for each 
theme word.
● Your theme connection 

isn’t necessarily stronger 
by using the theme words 
many times.

● Your judges may have a 
harder time identifying the 
theme connection.

On December 16, 1773, 
colonists in Boston reacted 
against a British tax on tea 

by boarding trade ships and 
throwing tea into the harbor, 

calling for reforms to 
representation and tax 
levels. While the British 
reacted with increased 

restrictions in the colonies, 
the revolutionary Boston Tea 

Party encouraged other 
colonists to demand reform 

and helped lead to the 
American Revolution.



Revolution may be the 
first word in the theme, 
but it may not be your 
“main event.”
● For Example: Child Labor and the 

Industrial Revolution
While child labor existed before the 
Industrial Revolution, the need for 
workers in factories increased it, 
often in dangerous conditions. In this 
case, the Industrial Revolution would 
be background for a project focusing 
on child labor reforms.

Little Spinner in Globe Cotton Mill, 1909. Library of Congress.





You might need to use 
synonyms or different 
forms of the word to 
make your writing flow.
● Revolution: Revolutionized, 

revolutionary, transformed, 
upheaval

● Reaction: Reacted, 
response, backlash

● Reform: Changes, changed, 
improved, reshaped



Your theme connection 
should be clear in the 
project itself.
● It shouldn’t depend on you 

explaining it in-person. 
● There’s no formula for 

where it has to go.
● Can you include it into your 

thesis or title?



Be consistent!
● The theme connection 

(and thesis) that’s in your 
project needs to match 
what’s in your process 
paper.



Reminders



The impacts might be 
positive, negative, or a 
combination of both. 
It’s especially important to think about how 
your topic impacted different people or 
how those impacts changed over time.
● Positive: The O'Shaughnessy Dam was 

completed in 1923, flooding the valley 
under the Hetch Hetchy Reservoir. It 
provides both water and power to the 
San Francisco Bay area.

● Negative: Groups fought the dam as 
destructive to a unique landscape and  
biodiversity.

Hetch Hetchy Valley, early 1900s. Sierra Club Bulletin, 1908.

Hetch Hetchy Valley, 2019. Vulpinus2, Wikimedia.



Think about how “big” 
your topic is.
● History Day projects aren’t 

huge. 
● Narrow topics are actually 

easier to research and 
present. 

● Start with a general interest 
and get more focused.



Your topic could have 
been a success, failure, 
or a combination of 
both.
Example: Prohibition 
● Success: The 18th Amendment was 

successfully passed to prohibit the 
manufacture, sale, and 
transportation of intoxicating liquor 
in the United States, beginning the 
Prohibition Era.

● Failure: While alcohol consumption 
decreased, Prohibition increased 
organized crime.

New York City Enforcement Agents After a Raid, 1920. Library of Congress.



Focus on What Actually 
Happened
● Talking about what might 

have happened if historical 
actors had made different 
decisions is “what if” history. 

● Instead of: If the US didn’t 
enter WWII, Germany would 
have won the war.

● Try: When the US entered 
WWII, they aided in the 
eventual defeat of Germany in 
1945.

US Assault Troops approach Omaha Beach, 1944. US National Archives.



Pick a topic “in history.”
● Look for topics where the main 

events took place at least 20 
years in the past.

● Connections to current events 
should not be the main focus of 
your project. 

● For Example: Women’s Sports
○ Current Event: The Minnesota Frost 

won the championship of the 
Professional Women’s Hockey 
League in 2025.

○ Historic Event: The All-American 
Girls Professional Baseball League 
ran from 1943 to 1964, and started as 
a way to keep stadiums full while 
many male players were serving in 
WWII.

Minnesota Frost with Walter Cup. MPR News.

All-American Girls pRofessional Baseball League, 1948. Library of Congress.



Change may happen 
quickly or slowly.
● Quickly: Things are different right away.

○ For Example: The Atomic Bomb
The 1945 dropping of atomic 
bombs by the US on Japan during 
WWII, and Japan surrendering less 
than a month later.

● Slowly: Things change over a long 
period of time.

○ For Example: Women’s Suffrage
The first woman's rights convention 
was held in 1847, but the 
amendment giving women the 
right to vote didn’t become law 
until 1920. 
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The way people feel 
about the impacts 
might have changed 
over time.
● Right Away: DDT was one of the first 

synthetic insecticides. It was 
developed in the 1940s and was a 
turning point in fighting insect-borne 
diseases in humans and protecting 
crops and livestock.

● Later On: As it was used, scientists saw 
that DDT was not only becoming less 
effective but also had negative effects 
on wildlife and humans. It was banned 
in the United States in 1972.
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The impacts might be 
global or local. 
● Neither is “better” for your project. 
● For local topics:

○ Explain how it changed things in 
that place or area.

○ Show how it was it connectioned to 
larger movements in history.
■ For Example: I-94 and Rondo

The construction of Interstate 94 
through the predominantly Black 
neighborhood of Rondo in St. 
Paul in the 1960s was a major 
change for that community, but 
also something that happened to 
Black neighborhoods across the 
country.
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Think about multiple 
perspectives.
● People and groups were impacted 

differently by historical events.
● How can you find different points of 

view in your research? How were 
people impacted differently?

● For Example: The Motion Picture 
Production Code 
Hollywood operated under a set of 
self-imposed guidelines from 
1934-1968 that censored what they 
produced. 
○ Who fought for and against this? 

Why?
○ How did different moviegoers 

feel about these restrictions?

Motion Picture Production Code Seal, 1934. Britannica.




