“The Short Handle Hoe vs. the Long Handle Hoe”

Introduction:

Many elder farm workers can remember the harsh working conditions in the fields before Cesar E. Chavez and the United Farm Workers of America brought about many improvements, including dignity and respect, fair wages, medical coverage, pension benefits, humane living conditions, and countless other rights and protections.  One of the worst experiences for farm workers was the use of the “short handle hoe.”  Many disabilities and pains can still be directly connected to bending down to weed the fields with the short handle hoe.

Objective:

Students will be able to understand one aspect of the harsh working conditions existing for farm workers in terms of both physical pain and being made to feel sub-human.  Students will be able to get a sense of the injustice of exploitative treatment towards workers.  Students will be able to understand the role of Cesar E. Chavez and the United Farm Workers in changing the stark physical conditions of workers and obtaining human dignity and respect for workers.

Materials:

Masking tape, yard or meter sticks, 12” rulers, box of “Cheerios” or other small flat objects – i.e. beans.

Procedure:

1. Mark off two taped lines about 15 to 20 feet long.  Place another parallel line about 3 feet away from the first lines.

2. Discuss the practice of the short handle hoe in the fields of years past:

a. Why was the short handle hoe used?

b. Why would the short handle hoe physically hurt the workers?

c. Why was standing up or talking forbidden by field supervisors?

d. What simple alternative could have been used?

3. Split up the class into two groups.  Explain that they will be “weeding” in the field.  The group that completes the job the best will “win.”

4. Sprinkle half of the objects on one side of both lines.  The students will have to use their “hoes” to push the “weeds” across the line 3 feet away.  One team will be given the yardsticks and the other the 12” rulers.  Time the groups and look for efficiency.  The teacher may ask the students to switch “hoes” later on.

Discuss the results:

1. Which group did a better job?

2. Were there any physical pains?

3. Could the students with the “short handle hoes” stand up fast after a few minutes of work?

4. How did the “short handle hoe” work different than the “long hoe?”

5. What other practices have been changed or should be changed?

Follow up:

Create a mini-dramatization with the children where they would act out this lesson for other classes.  Invite a person who had worked in the fields years ago to talk about the working conditions.

