
TO ANYONE, ANYWHERE: 
ISABEL ROBERTS & CRITICAL 

THINKING 
GRADE: 6-8
TIME: Two 45-minute sessions OR one 90-minute session

Frank Lloyd Wright’s Oak Park Studio was a time of major growth in his career and a jumping off point for many well 
known architects. Isabel Roberts’ role in the Oak Park Studio has long been debated—was she the office manager 
and administrator, or was she an architect herself? In this lesson, students will explore primary and secondary 
sources relating to Isabel Roberts and the Oak Park Studio before drawing their own conclusions using critical 
thinking.

INTEGRATED SUBJECTS: Social Studies, Media Literacy, Language Arts

OBJECTIVES

1.	 Learn about Isabel Roberts and her role at the Oak Park 
Studio.

2.	 Define primary and secondary sources. 
3.	 Use critical thinking skills to examine each source and 

determine if they are primary or secondary.
4.	 Consider the historical context in which each source was 

created.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1.	 What is the difference between primary and secondary 
sources? How are they connected? 

2.	 How can we use both primary and secondary sources to 
think critically about the past?  

3.	 What can both primary and secondary sources tell us 
about Isabel Roberts’ role in the Oak Park Studio?

MATERIALS | RESOURCES

Printed primary and secondary sources
Source Information Sheet (Appendix A)
What Is Critical Thinking handout and 5 W’s 

worksheet (Appendix B)
Device with access to the internet 
Pencil
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							       EXPLORE
Session One

•	 Educators will introduce students to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Oak Park Studio at https://flwright.org/explore/
oak-park-studio.

•	 Educators will introduce students to Isabel Roberts:
◊	 Isabel Roberts worked in the Oak Park Studio from 1901 until its closing in 1909. She moved to St. Cloud, 

Florida, in 1916, and established an architectural practice with Ida Annah Ryan. Isabel Roberts’ role in the Oak 
Park studio has long been debated—some people claim she was a secretary or office manager, while others 
believe she was a drafter and architect who also managed the office. Look at these sources and come to your 
own conclusion as a class.

•	 Educators will ask students:
◊	 What is your initial understanding of primary and secondary sources? How are they similar, and how are they 

different?
◊	 Can you name a type of primary or secondary source?
◊	 What are the benefits of using one over the other?

							       ENGAGE
Session One

•  Students will review primary and secondary sources as a class using the information at https://umb.libguides.
com/PrimarySources/secondary.

•	 The class will discuss each source (using the information provided below) and categorize them as either 
primary or secondary. Students should not fully read the source yet; this is just a cursory exploration.
◊	 1910 and 1920 Census records (Source 1)

•	 Government-mandated report with information provided by Isabel Roberts.
◊	 Application to the American Institute of Architects (Source 2)

•	 Application by Isabel Roberts that includes letters from Frank Lloyd Wright, Ida Annah Ryan, John Van Bergen, 
and E.A. Ehmann.

◊	 Excerpt from My Father, Frank Lloyd Wright by John Lloyd Wright (Source 3)
•	 Account from John Lloyd Wright, who lived in the home attached to the Oak Park Studio during its active 

years.
◊	 Excerpt from Many Masks: A Life of Frank Lloyd Wright by Brendan Gill (Source 4)

•	 Biography published in 1987 by American journalist Brendan Gill.
◊	 Excerpt from The First American Women Architects by Sarah Allaback (Source 5)

•	 Non-fiction book about female architects of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
◊	 Excerpt from Frank Lloyd Wright to 1910: The First Golden Age by Grant Carpenter Manson (Source 6)

•	 Biography published in 1958 by Grant Carpenter Mason, who knew Wright personally.
•	 Students will discuss their conclusions as a class.

◊	 Primary sources: Census records (Source 1), AIA application letters (Source 2), excerpt from John Wright’s 
memoir (Source 3).

◊	 Secondary sources: Biographical accounts from Gill (Source 4), Allaback (Source 5), and Manson (Source 6).

•	 Educators will ask students: 
◊	 What was the most difficult part of distinguishing between primary and secondary sources? 
◊	 What ultimately influenced your decision about whether a source was primary or secondary? 
◊	 How could bias impact secondary sources? Does bias matter in a primary source?

LESSON 
PROCEDURE
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							       CRITIQUE & INTERPRET
Session One
•	 Educators will introduce students to critical thinking using the first page of Appendix A. Educators may print or 

display this page for students.
•	 Educators will divide students into groups of 3-4, or pairs depending on class size, and give each group a 

source to investigate. 
◊	 Educators will pass out the source information sheet (Appendix A), the 5 W’s sheet(Appendix B), and one source 

to each group.
•	 Educators will give students 10-15 minutes to examine their source and fill out the 5 W’s worksheet.
•	 Once students are finished, educators will bring the class back together for a group discussion. Each group will 

share information about their source. 
•	 Educators will ask students:

◊	 What conclusions can we come to about Isabel Roberts’ role in the Oak Park Studio based on the sources we 
looked at today?

•	 Students will be given time and access to a device with internet to read a short biography of Isabel Roberts 
found at https://pioneeringwomen.bwaf.org/isabel-roberts/.

•	 Finally, educators will ask students: 
◊	 Considering the primary sources we looked at, why might the secondary sources have drawn the conclusions 

they did? What evidence supports or contradicts their claims? 
◊	 If someone was writing about you, what sources would you want them to use? Primary or secondary?  
◊	 In today’s world, what is considered a primary source? Is social media a primary source for our lives?

LESSON 
PROCEDURE
(continued)
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MANY MASKS

To own a Wright house is a sufficient distinction anywhere in the 
United States; in Oak Park it is a form of aristocracy, the various levels 
of which are determined by what one's house contains-the possession of 
half a dozen pieces of furniture designed by Wright for the very rooms 
in which they stand is roughly equivalent to possessing a dukedom. A 
few fortunate people not only live in Wright houses but actually knew 
Wright as well. Warren Scott has lived in such a house for over thirty 
years: the enchanting little lattice-windowed cottage that Wright designed 
in 1908 for the office manager of the Oak Park studio, Isabel Roberts. 
(Half a dozen variations on the Roberts cottage were to come from Wright's 
hand in later years.) According to gossip still prevalent in River Forest, 
Wright's horse would be seen tethered on weekends outside Miss Roberts's 
house, to Lhe scandal-and ill-concealed delight-of pious Sunday-morning 
churchgoers. Wright was then deeply involved with l\lrs. Cheney and, de­
spite his manic energy, is unlikely to have been carrying on two strenuous 
love-affairs at the same moment. Adding to the unlikelihood of the romance 
is the fact that the house was occupied not only by Miss Roberts but by 
her mother and sister, who would not have served as complaisant onlookers. 
Nevertheless, it is only fair to say that Scou favors the hypothesis of a 
romance, and he has reasons. In the nineteen-fifties, he and his wife asked 
Wright to redesign portions of the house and Lo make certain much-needed 
repairs. On arriving in River Forest, Wright seated himself at the Scolls' 

11 

BR�.NDAN Cit.I. 

pi.1110. ptovidcd 1l1em with a bt icf, vehemently improvised rnncert, and 
then walkt'c:I them \hrougl1 the house, i11dicali11g with his cane a score of
mi,takes i11 its comlnJCtion.

Du1 i11g thai 1•i�it, Wt ii;lll sp•>kc candklly 10 the Scow; of Mi�s Rohctt� 
"I could 11 '1 bear to be withoul hcr·•-ancl of nlic irrira1i11g C<'m1omics he 
h.ad been obliged to pr:icricc in building 1hc house. Scott says, "Wright
wa� nvctflowi11g wirh comments abo111 what a mess he had made of it. l
got 1he 11nprc�sion rhat he had done the job as d1caply :1s po�sible because
n was a sen cl gift 10 Isabel. He 11111st have had his usual hard I ime fine.Jing
1hc money. When I bo11gh1 the house, the beam holdiug up, the balcony
m 1he Ii\ ing room had come loose and was hanging almost free; Wright
blamed its condi1ion on the foci that be had let the carpen1cr use one­
inch nail� t0 fas1cn the beam 10 its adjacent supporn.s ins1ead of' using tEic
rnorc expensive three-inch nails. Imagine remembering a thing like that
art er almost fifty years! The roof overhangs lhat al'e cantikvcred oul beyond
the two-story-high bay window in the living room had sagged by as much
as a foot: Wright was delighted to have me fit some long steel beams into
the overhangs, in place of the failed! wood. He also arranged for us lo
gain a sir.able coat closet by the front c.Joor-in Isabel's day, he hadn't
provided for any closet al all, More important to Isabel and him at the
Lime, I suppose, was the prcuy wrought-iron balcony th.it he placed outside

J 
n 

Th, lwrm tlwt FLW ilmgntdfur llabrl ll h 
-----0 

l,jt ,1111ow/1,r/, lo gmw wnia/Jt 11 � thr<>u, 
0 rrb 111 1908-. � b,g '"" on '''.' fJr1Jpe,ty wm 

jffa11li uJ Wr,xM's
y J gl, /Ju por,h roof. l'lui UXll a ft111on1, trrcliituturcrl
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MANY MASKS 

...:,;,.��l(i..,==:!,..•.,:=��;:., 

The liule wrought-iron "Romeo and Juliet" balcony of Miss Rober/J' bedroom. 

I.he French doors of her bedroom; on the balcony were two little iron
seats-one for Romeo, surely, and one for Juliet?"

According to Scott, Wright had his "boys" at Taliesin prepare working 
drawings for the restoration of the house and rendered no charge for his 
services; Scott attributes this unexpected gesture to Wright's recalling, at 
eighty-eight, an amorous episode of his early middle age-one that, if it 
LOok place at all, may well have seemed to require expiation, having induced 
in him a triple guilt for betraying his wife Catherine, her already chosen 
successor Mrs. Cheney, and Isabel Roberts (who, for whatever the fact 
may be worth, never married). 

JJ 





APPENDIX F

The active years of The Studio at 
0 k Park roughly corresponded with 
i:e first period of Wr!ght's inde?end­
ent practice. It was built and equipped 
in 1895 and it was closed som�time in
1910. During these years, Wright em­
ployed many assistants at The Studio. 
All accurate and inclusive registry of 
these people, several of whom went 
on to independent careers of note, 
ll"Ould be a valuable document, but it 
is unlikely that it will ever be com­
piled. Records were incomplete, and 
those that were saved from the debacle 
of \909-1910 were destroyed in the 
Taliesin ftre of 1914-. Wright cannot 
remember all the facts. Certain former 
members of The Studio staff were 
intervie"·ed by the author in 1939-
1940; they cooperated as fully as they 
could, and much that had been myste­
rious was cleared up, but none of them 
had the whole story at his command. 
The chronicle of The Studio, although 
it was fresher in peoples' minds then, 
had already grown dim. 

Fortunately, in 1908 Wright drew 
up a Hst of his assistants, as he could 
recall them, together with their terms 
of service at The Studio,' and this list 
is reproduced here: 

Marion )fahony 
William Drummond 
Francis Byrne 
Isabel Roberts 
George Willis 
Walter Griffin 
Andrew Willatsen 
Harry Robinson 
Charles E. White, Jr. 
Erwin Barglebaugh 
Robert Hardin 
Albert McArthur 

11 years 
7 years 
5 years 
5 years 
4 years 
4 years 
3 years 
2 years 
l year
l year
1 year 

new 

This list is not exhaustive. We 
know, for example, of a woman named 
Anna Hicks who assisted Wright in 
the 1890's. Then, too, the list neces­
sarily leaves unaccounted for the final 
eighteen months of operations. Some­
time after 1908, we know, John van 
Bergen and Taylor Wooley joined the 
staff; and there may weJI have been 
others. The list, furthermore, is not 
entirely accurate in its figures if the 

recollections of certain staff-members 
themselves are to be given credence. 
L_astly, the list does not take any cog­
mzance of those independent artists 
and craftsmen who collaborated in 
Wright's work. This is most unfortu­
n�te, as there is a good deal of sig­
mficance for the whole story in these 
rather shadowy names. We know some­
thing of Richard Bock, the sculptor, 
and of George M. Niedecken, the dec­
orator. It would be very valuable to 
have a complete dossier on Orlando 
Giannini, the glassmaker; the author 
has gleaned a little knowledge of him 
through correspondence with Alfonso 
Ianelli of Park Ridge, Illinois (who 
enters the story most prominently in 
1913 as the potter and glassmaker of 
Midway Gardens and the post-Oak 
Park era). Another collaborator who 
appears fttfuJly in the story is Blanche 
Ostertag, the potter-muralist; it 
would be interesting to know precisely 
what her contribution was before she 
transferred her center of activities to 
New York in 1911 and painted, among 
other things, the "Sailing of the Clare­
mont" in the foyer of the New Amster­
dam Theater. 

But to return to the regular staff at 
Oak Park, Marion Mahony is cer­
tainly the key figure. If The Studio 
had been organized along more con­
ventional lines, she would have held 
the rank of "head designer." In con­
versations with the author in Chicago 
in 1940 (she was then the widow of 
Walter Burley Griffin), she stipulated 
that she came to The Studio in time 
to help with the drawings for the 
Francis Apartments, which was 
erected in 18!>5; by this reckoning, she 
would have been on duty at The Studio 
some thirteen years in 1908 instead of
the eleven which Wright gives her.
Although there were brief intervals
when she worked elsewhere, it can be
said that she remained to the end and
saw her name joined with von Holst's
in 1910-11 as "co-designer" of the
Decatur and Grand Rapids houses.
She was not only a skilled designer
but a gifted draftswoman; many of
the fine pen perspectives turned out 
by The Studio were hers, as well as
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most of the finished drawings for the 
Wasmuth monograph, and she may 
have designed some of the decorative 
murals of the Prairie Houses, such as 
that in the living room of the Coonley 
house. 

There is good evidence that Walter 
Burley Griffin joined the staff of The 
Studio in 1901 rather than 1904. His 
special interest was landscape archi­
tecture, which he eventually broad­
ened into town-planning. In 1914 he 
won the world-wide competition for 
the design of Canberra, the Australian 
Federal Capital; this took him and 
Mrs. Griffin to The Antipodes, where 
they remained until his death. Wil­
liam Drummond and John van Bergen 
were, for several years after The 
Studio closed, the chief imitators of 
the Wrightian style in domestic ar­
chitecture; there are houses standing 
in the Chicago suburbs today which, 
although designed by them, are regu­
larly taken by the uninitiated as 
Wright's. In later practice, each man 
developed an independent style. Barry 
Byrne (mentioned as "Francis" in 
Wi-ight's list) entered after 1910 into 
partnership with an architect named 
Ryan and specialized in parochial 
buildings; his style was never pro­
nouncedly Wrightian. Isabel Roberts, 
for whom one of the most celebrated 
Prairie Houses was built in River 
Fo1·est in 1908, was not an architect; 
she was bookkeeper and general fac­
totum at The Studio, but it is said 
that, caught up in the infectiously 
creative atmosphere of the place, she 
did occasionally try her hand at de­
sign and certainly worked on some of 
the detail-drawings of her own house. 
Albert McArthur was the son of that 
Warl'en McArthur for whom Wl'ight 
built the most carefully detailed of the 
"bootlegged houses," and - many 
years later, - the Arizona Biltmore 
at Phoenix. 

Note 1 
Wright, Prank Lloyd: "In the 
Cause of ArcMtcctm·e,'' Architec­
tural Record, Vol. £3, March 1908, 

Pl>, 155-££1. 



Source 1

Source 2

Source 3

Source 1 is the 1910 and 1930 censuses. The United States Census is a record
of the population taken every ten years, and includes information like a

person’s location, age, and occupation. In the 1910 census, Isabel Roberts is
listed alongside her mother Mary and sister Charlotte. It appears that Isabel

and Charlotte’s occupations were accidentally switched—Charlotte was a
schoolteacher, not Isabel. This census was taken when Isabel Roberts was

living in River Forest, IL, shortly after the Oak Park Studio closed. The second
census is from 1930, taken when Roberts was living and working in Florida

alongside her architectural partner Ida Annah Ryan. 

Source 2 is Isabel Roberts’ 1921 application to the Florida Chapter of the
American Institute of Architects. Her application received letters of support

from Frank Lloyd Wright, Ida Annah Ryan (her architectural partner), and
John S. Van Bergen (her former coworker in the Oak Park Studio), among
others. Objections to her application focus on her lack of licensure in the

states of Florida and Illinois, as seen in the letter from architect E.A. Ehmann.
Frank Lloyd Wright never had a license to practice architecture during his

lifetime. 

Source 3 is an excerpt from John Lloyd Wright’s 1946 memoir My Father Who
is On Earth. John was born in Oak Park, IL, in 1892, the second of Frank Lloyd

Wright’s six children with Catherine Wright. He grew up during the most
prolific years of the Oak Park Studio, which was attached to his home. He

went on to become an architect and worked with his father during the early
years of his career. 



Source 4

Source 5

Source 6

Source 4 is an excerpt from the biography Many Masks: A Life of
Frank Lloyd Wright by Brendan Gill. This biography was published
1987, 28 years after Frank Lloyd Wright’s death in 1959. The author,

Brendan Gill, was a columnist for The New Yorker who had a passion
for architecture and became friends with Frank Lloyd Wright in the

years before his death. 

Source 5 is a biographical entry about Isabel Roberts from The First
American Women Architects by Sarah Allaback, published in 2008.

The book is organized alphabetically and serves as a reference guide
of female architects who may have been overlooked by history.

Sarah Allaback is an architectural historian. 

Source 6 is an excerpt from the biography Frank Lloyd Wright to
1910: The First Golden Age by architectural historian Grant

Carpenter Manson. It was published in 1958. Manson met Wright in
1938 while writing his doctoral thesis at Harvard, which Wright was

the subject of. The thesis was finished in 1941 and Manson later
expanded it into this book. 



What is Critical Thinking?

Critical Thinking is defined by Merriam-Webster Dictionary
as “the act or practice of thinking critically (as by applying

reason and questioning assumptions) in order to solve
problems, evaluate information, discern biases, etc.”

What does this mean?
The way we understand information is influenced by a
variety of things, including the way the information is

presented. For instance, when you are reading a book, you
might not question what the author is writing. But what if the
author did not check their facts? Or what if the author has a
biased perspective? This is where critical thinking comes in.

One approach to thinking critically are the Five W’s:

Who? What? When? Where? Why? 
The Five W’s allow us to gather more information about a

source, which helps us to determine if it’s primary or
secondary and to understand why it was created.



Critical Thinking Worksheet

Who? _______________________

____________________________

What? ______________________

____________________________

When? ______________________

____________________________

Where? _____________________

____________________________

Why? _______________________

____________________________
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