Book Review Guidelines
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By Kathy Kozenski; GENI; Indianapolis, IN; 2008
Title:  Counting on Grace
Author:  Elizabeth Winthrop
Author Information:  
Publishing Information:  Yearling Books, New York, NY; ISBN #978-0-553-48783-1
Theme:  The story is about a young girl’s life in a New England company thread-bobbin mill town. Her life, and that of her family’s, economic struggles expose the realities of working life and childhood in the early 20th century.
Number of Pages:  227
Target Audience:  middle school to high school and adults (even some well-read upper elementary school students)
Brief Description:  Several non-fiction stories woven to represent one realistic tale.  Grace lives in a small, multi-generational home that is owned by the local textile mill.  Everyone in her family works as soon as they are eight in the mill, which makes large machine bobbins.  Children weave among the various machinery parts threading the enormous bobbins.  The mothers/aunts/older sisters operate the machines, which can house up to 24 bobbins.  The job was extremely dangerous to children as their fingers/hands/arms could easily get caught (and subsequently amputated) in the rapidly moving machinery.  But the mill owners demanded that every able-bodied person within a household must work.  

A school was provided for the small children, at which reading and writing and math basics are taught.  But the mill owners owned the school, too. So, once a child was deemed old enough or was needed, they could no longer attend school but had to work in the mill.  Also, the store and first aid were provided and owned by the mill owners.  The possibility of moving into another “career” was virtually impossible as everyone was resigned to their fates.  Except Grace!
Major Points:  Grace loves school and wants to become a teacher.  She studies much more than is required; she practices being a teacher with others.  Her best friend, who is highly intelligent, wants to attend college.  The time comes for both of them to work at the mill as the spooler for their mothers.  But neither one is happy.  Grace constantly messes up and gets into trouble with her mother, who is the best machine operators at the company.  Grace’s friend purposefully gets his hand caught in the machinery, so, that he can no longer work at the mill and return to school.
After Grace’s journey, she becomes the school teacher at the age of ten.  A move forward from her perspective.  A poor decision from her family’s perspective.

Your Opinion:  The book was a quick read and very good.  The book conveyed the realities of early 20th century one-industry-town life where everyone was dependent upon the industry for every aspect of life.  Many immigrants came to these towns in order to have a job and housing and regular meals.  But the second and third generations became frustrated with the lack of freedom to choose. Grace’s character was well written based on accounts from several primary sources.  The image on the cover speaks volumes.
Ideas for use in the Classroom:  After discussing the Industrial Revolution (global, United States, and possibly locally).  Place students into small groups to research regional industrial development in the United States.  Each group must research, create a Power Point, and present their findings about one industrial revolution-era development: textile mills, lumber mills, steel mills…  Small groups must get approval from the teacher, first.  After the Power Points are shared, students should read Counting on Grace.  Discuss the book at various points to ensure the students are reading.  Once the book is finished by everyone, discuss the relationship of the book to the previous research and Power Point presentations.
Power Points must include five slides:  a cover slide with a title (industry must be conveyed), date, names of group members; the first slide with an image (or more) and description of the industry; the second slide with graphics of some type with economic impact (if no dollars are available, economic relationships must be conveyed); the third slide must contain a map depicting the areas mostly impacted by the industry; the fourth slide must contain a list of the benefits and the negative consequences of the industry; and the fifth slide must connect the industry to modern life.
