














How Much We Can Learn from the Ox-Cart Man!

By Alan Berolzheimer

One of the supplementary readings in last fall's book groups was the picture book
Ox-Cart Man, written by New Hampshire's Donald Hall and illustrated by Barbara
Cooney. It’'s a wonderful little story about the constancy and seasonality of farm
work: we see the family at work on a variety of activities, then the father loads

up a wagon and journeys to market in Portsmouth, where he sells everything—
including the ox—buys necessities (and a few goodies) for the farm, and returns
home to begin the cycle anew. We created learning activities with the book

for elementary, middle school, and high school students that explore how the
economy of the early 19th century worked.

The elementary activity, “Needs and Wants: Now and Then,” is one w&for students to create their own daybook pages using the goods and
found online. You start by making color copies of various images froractivities presented in Ox-Cart Man.

the book and cutting them out. The story is read out loud and the chil- Teachers in the three book groups responded very favorably to these
dren are given the cut out pictures. Their task is to sort the images (@fctivities. There was a general consensus that each of them was appro
animals, food, other goods, and activities like spinning) by season griately suited to its grade level, that students would enjoy doing them,
month and place them on a large circle chart (right). Discussion caand that they provide exciting learning opportunities about economic
focus around questions such as, “Are there any other farm chores thdevelopment in the new nation. Modeling these activities with teach-
might be missing?”, “What seems to be the busiest time on the farm?2rs proved to be a constructive e ort all around. To view the docu-
and “Why does the Ox-Cart Man trade these items?” Part two has tieents, worksheets, and instructions, go to the Flow of History website
students brainstorm about the “needs and wants” of their own familiesat: www. owofhistory.org/

and compare them with those of the Ox-Cart Man'’s family. This series of
activities can help elementary students begin to understand the basics
of subsistence, barter, and commerce.

Our middle school activity used reading strategies to explore lan-
guage and poetry. Students pair up and the teacher reads the story
aloud, asking them to listen carefully and visualize the story. Every cou-
ple of pages the teacher pauses to let the students discuss what they
“see.” Then the teacher reads the story a second time, with each student
assigned to listen for literary tools like alliteration, repetition, rhyme,
and symbolism. Finally, the students do a close reading of the text and
pictures to identify the use of those techniques in the text. The activity
culminates with a group discussion of what they’ve found and why a
writer uses these techniques to craft a piece of literature.

For high school students we created an activity around a 19th-
century daybook. Daybooks were the ledgers used by merchants
to keep track of debts and credits accumulated by their custom-
ers over time. Students would be guided through a series of
questions requiring them to read and collect evidence, analyze
and contextualize the information, and interpret the meaning
of the document. This exercise opens up many windows into
how the American economy functioned in the rst half of the
nineteenth century and what the transition to industrializa-
tion and larger-scale markets looked like. You can track debts
and credits and think about why people are paying for their
purchases by trading goods, with labor, or with money. You
can consider the seasonality of work. You can explore the
nature of rural, largely agricultural communities as they are
becoming swept up in broader streams of national and
international commerce. The culmination of this activity



