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The Evolution of the Grocery Bag 
By Henry Petroski 

 

That much-reviled bottleneck known as the American supermarket 
checkout lane would be an even greater exercise in frustration were  
it not for several technological advances. The Universal Product Code and the 
decoding laser scanner, introduced in 1974, tally a shopper’s groceries far more 
quickly and accurately than the old method of inputting each purchase manually 
into a cash register. But beeping a large order past the scanner would have led only 
to a faster pileup of cans and boxes down the line, where the bagger works, had it 
not been for the introduction, more than a century earlier, of an even greater 
technological masterpiece: the square-bottomed paper bag.  
  
The geometry of paper bags continues to hold a magical appeal for those of us 
who are fascinated by how ordinary things are designed and made. Originally, 
grocery bags were created on demand by storekeepers, who cut, folded, and 
pasted sheets of paper, making versatile containers into which purchases could be 
loaded for carrying home. The first paper bags manufactured commercially are 
said to have been made in Bristol, England, in the 1840s. In 1852, a “Machine for 
Making Bags of Paper” was patented in America by Francis Wolle, of Bethlehem, 
Pennsylvania. According to Wolle’s own description of the machine’s operation, 
“pieces of paper of suitable length are given out from a roll of the required width, 
cut off from the roll and otherwise suitably cut to the required shape, folded, their 
edges pasted and lapped, and formed into complete and perfect bags.” The 
“perfect bags” produced at the rate of eighteen hundred per hour by Wolle’s 
machine were, of course, not perfect, nor was his machine. The history of design 
has yet to see the development of a perfect object, though it has seen many 
satisfactory ones and many substantially improved ones. The concept of 
comparative improvement is embedded in the paradigm for invention, the better 
mousetrap. No one is ever likely to lay claim to a “best” mousetrap, for that would 
preclude the inventor himself from coming up with a still better mousetrap 
without suffering the embarrassment of having previously declared the search 
complete. As with the mousetrap, so with the bag. 
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Personal Road-Block Reflection 

Directions: As you think-aloud while reading the text, your partner should record  
any road-blocks you encounter and how you chose to respond. 

Were there any road-blocks that you should have clarified but did not? Explain. 
 
 
 

Were there any road-blocks that were okay to ignore? Explain. 
 
 
 

How did the “square-bottomed paper bag” make a difference in people’s lives? 
 
 
Why does the author feel that creating the “best” of something would be a bad idea? 
 
 
 
How were the new bags created, and how many were produced? 
 
 

Evaluating Roadblocks 

I can monitor my own reading comprehension by evaluating roadblocks.   
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Evaluating Roadblocks 

Reference: Reading for Understanding  By: Schoenbach, Greenleaf, & Murphy (2012) p. 203 

Procedure: 
 

1. Teacher will introduce / preview the text. 
2. Teacher will explain that reading roadblocks are anything that stops a 

reader from understanding the text (ex: unknown words or lack of prior 
knowledge). 

3. Students are partnered.  
4. One partner will think-aloud while the other records roadblocks  the  

reading partner identifies and what the reader chooses to do about them 
(either clarify or  move on). 

5. Partners take turns thinking-aloud and recording  (you may choose to have 
students use the Evaluating Roadblocks resource on the next page) 

6. When partners finish recording, they should change papers so that every 
student has the notes from his or her own reading / think-aloud. 

7. Students should complete the Roadblock Reflection Questions. 

Helpful Teaching Hint:  

Students should be familiar with “Partner Think-Alouds” prior introducing this 

activity. 

How is this helpful? 
This activity increases comprehension. 

 Evaluating points of confusion while one reads and deciding 

whether to clarify the problem or move on is essential in 

terms of helping students understand texts. 
 

Content Area 

Reading Instruction 

Excellent strategy for students to use when reading a difficult text. 


