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Passage:   Soddy, Sweet Soddy  Expository 6.4 

Covered in thick tall grass, the flat treeless prairie stretched out before them. It waved in the wind like 
an ocean of grass under a vast blue sky. In the 1800s, American pioneers, many of them new 
immigrants, moved west toward the promise of free farmland.  

Homesteaders sought land near a stream or creek and a small hill to serve as a windbreak. By law, 
homesteaders were required to farm the land for five years and build a home before filing a claim for 
ownership. Lacking timber, they could not build traditional frontier log cabins. Sod was the cheapest and 
most plentiful building material available.  

Known as “sod busters,” new homesteaders used teams of mules, oxen, and horses to pull special plows 
that could cut through the tough, deep roots of prairie grasses. They sliced out large patches of sod– the 
grass, roots and soil – which was jokingly referred to as “Nebraska marble.” They laid the sod root-side-
up and stacked it like bricks to build strong walls. Roofs were made of cedar poles, layers of bundled 
brush, mud, grass, and sod. Only door and window frames were made of precious hardwood.  

Thick walls protected homesteaders from fire and weather extremes – soaring heat, driving rain, 
tornados, wind, frigid cold, and blizzards. But sod homes were damp; rainwater dripped from the 
ceiling. Thick muslin sheets were hung up to keep dirt from falling from above. Sometimes canvas or 
plaster was used to line the interior walls. Dirt was everywhere! 
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Question Incorrect Correct Type 
1. What is this passage about?
(sod houses) 

Main Idea 

2. How did the wide-open prairie resemble an ocean?
(the prairie grass waved in the wind looking like waves in the ocean) 

Fact 

3. What kind of land did homesteaders look for?
(land with a small hill near water) 

Fact 

4. Why were homesteaders NOT able to build log cabins?
(hardwood was scarce, they lacked timber on their land, there were few 
trees on the prairie) 

Fact 

5. Why were new homesteaders known as “sod busters”?
(they cut sod from the prairie to build their homes, they dug up large 
chunks of prairie grass sod and used it to build their houses) 

Fact 

6. What part of the prairie house was made from expensive hardwood?
(window and door frames) 

Fact 

7. What did sod homes protect homesteaders from?
(extreme weather; heat, rain, tornados, wind, cold and blizzards) 

Fact 

8. What was one problem that the homesteaders had with their sod
houses? 
(dampness, rainwater dripped from the ceiling, dirt was everywhere) 

Fact 

9. Why were patches of sod jokingly called “Nebraska marble”?
(it was the best building material available, people used it to build with 
instead of rocks like marble or other stone materials) 

Inference 

10. What did pioneers have to do in order to survive?
(any logical response: learn to adapt to their new surroundings; figure out 
how to survive with the materials/resources they had) 

Inference 

11. Why did homesteaders only use hardwood for windows and door
frames? 
(any logical response: there weren’t many trees on the prairie so they used 
wood where they absolutely had to) 

Inference 

12. What does the word “homesteader” mean?
(any logical response: a settler granted a tract of land by the government, 
a person who claims a piece of government land and lives on it) 

Vocabulary 

Total (circle the outcome) 
Green   10-12 Correct 
Yellow 4-9 Correct 
Red 1-3 Correct

Question Type Correct Incorrect Likert Scale Rating:  _____ 
Main Idea 
Fact 
Inference 
Vocabulary 

Comments/Observations: 


