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Warehouse on the Wharf 
Chapter 2 – Lesson Plan

shipping goods: the MoveMent of things and Culture

Look around the room you’re in. It’s full of things. If you’re in a classroom, you’ll probably see 
desks, chairs, paper, pens and pencils, backpacks. Everyone in the room is (hopefully) wearing 
clothes and shoes. If you’re at home, or in another place, you might see different things: a couch, 
a coffee table, maybe plates and glasses if you’re in the kitchen. Even the building itself has 
lots of different components: if there’s a window, it will have glass and maybe a metal screen. 
There’s probably some wood, or some bricks, or both.

Most of those things didn’t start their lives nearby; they were likely shipped to you, from 
elsewhere in the world. Earlier on in human history, before air travel was invented, people 
shipped things either by land or by sea: the Silk Road, for instance, was full of caravans of 
animal-drawn vehicles full of silk and spices traveling between China and Eastern Europe, and 
the oceans and seas were similarly full of ships bringing goods from one place to another. 

With the movement of goods came the movement of the people who were carrying the goods 
- and the cultures they came from. International trade has historically been one of the most 
important ways in which different cultures have encountered each other. 

These resources and activities will help you to understand the history of shipping, and how 
important it’s been to global commerce and culture - and still is!

gr. 2-5

Many of the things you see around you are from elsewhere in the world. Different places have 
different kinds of natural resources: for instance, some kinds of foods can only grow in colder 
places, and some only in warmer places. Some animals that we eat, and whose pelts or leather 
we wear, can only live on farms in certain parts of the world. Some places are very rich in natural 
resources like oil, gold and coal, and some are not. 

The world as we know it has been built on trade: people selling the things they have, and buying 
the things they don’t. 

And how do we get things from one place to another? We ship them!
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aCtivity: Make and Move things!
(This is an activity that you might need an adult’s help with.)

In this activity, you’ll be making or preparing small thoughtful gifts for a few people in your life, 
and giving those gifts to them in a few different ways, depending on how far from you they are, 
and how long the journey is for the things you’re sending them.

Choose friends or family members in the following categories. You may not have someone in 
every category: that’s okay! You can pretend.

1. Someone who lives within walking distance of you (if need be, this can be someone who 
lives in the same house!)

2. Someone who lives within easy driving distance of you
3. Someone who lives on the same continent, but outside of easy driving distance
4. Someone who lives overseas 

Decide on a small gift for your friends or family. Perhaps you want to bake them cookies, or 
draw them a picture, or make them a craft. Either way, it should be something that requires a 
small parcel.

Once your gifts are ready, it’s time to figure out how to get them from one place to another! 

• Let’s start with the gift for the person within walking distance. Package up your gift. 
How heavy is it? Is it easy to carry, or will you need a cart, a wagon or some other kind 
of transport? How long will it take you to walk your gift to its recipient? Could you ride 
a scooter or a bike to the recipient’s house to save some time, or is the gift too awkwardly 
shaped? 

 �
• Next, think about the person within easy driving distance. Can you walk or bike to this 

person’s house, too? If so, how long would it take you? If you drive the gift over, how 
much time do you save? And how much money do you spend on gas? (This is a question 
for your adult!)

 �
• Next, consider the gift for someone on the same continent. Use your local postal service 

to estimate how much it would cost, and how long it would take, to ship the gift in 
different ways. (Canada Post has a package cost estimator here: https://www.canadapost.
ca/cpotools/apps/far/business/findARate and the USPS has one here: https://postcalc.
usps.com/) Why do you think different types of packages cost different amounts to ship?

 �
• Finally, consider the gift for someone overseas. You can use the shipping calculators 

above to look at different shipping options. You may find that “surface” shipping is 
available - and it is much cheaper, but takes much longer, than air shipping. Why do you 
think that might be? What kinds of vehicles are used to ship things overseas?
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gr. 6-8 (also appropriate for gr. 9-12)

aCtivity 1: trade your goods!

For thousands of years, humans have been using cargo ships to move things from one place to 
another, and to sell things from their place of origin to people in other places where those things 
are difficult or impossible to find locally. We all live in different places with different local 
resources, 

For this activity, you’ll imagine that you’re a merchant looking to ship things that are plentiful 
where you live, to someplace where they are not available. Choose what you’d like to sell and 
where you’d like to sell it!

Some examples:

• If you live in Florida, you might choose to sell oranges to North Dakota, where they can’t 
grow.

 �
• If you live in Vermont, you might choose to sell maple syrup to Ecuador, where sugar 

maples can’t be tapped for sap that can be boiled down into syrup.
 �
• If you live in heavily-forested Washington State, you may choose to sell lumber to the 

Arizona desert, where there are far fewer trees.

Once you choose your item, you’ll make a plan as to how you will sell it to your destination. The 
plan can include:

• An advertisement for the item. Why is it important? What benefit will it bring to the 
people at your destination, and why should they care about it enough to buy it? How does 
the item fit in to your local culture, and why is it important? How will buying the item 
help the buyer understand or participate in your culture? Try creating an advertisement - 
be creative!

 �
• A plan for shipping your item. Does it need special shipping consideration? Does it need 

to be kept hot or cold? How would you ship it - by air, by land or by sea? How much do 
each of these shipping options cost? 

 �
• A plan for selling your item. Will you sell it in retail stores, or directly to the buyer, 

perhaps online? What kind of customers are likely to buy this item from you? Why? 
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aCtivity 2: Where’s it froM?

In this activity, we’re going to find out a little bit more about the journey that some of the things 
in your home or school have taken to get to you. 

Choose 5 things in your environment, in at least two or three categories. Here is a list of 
categories you might find useful:

• A piece of clothing
• A backpack or lunch bag
• A computer, tablet or phone
• A book or textbook
• A piece of furniture, like a desk or a chair
• A toy or game 
• A decorative item
• Food in a package

For each of these five things, look carefully to see if you can find information about its origin. 
This is often on a tag on clothing or furniture, printed on a game box or inside a book, or printed 
on the outside of a computer, tablet or phone. It’s sometimes printed on packaging as well. 

When you find information about the origin of the thing in question, look up its country of origin 
on a map. Use Google Maps (http://maps.google.com) to calculate approximately how far each 
thing would have travelled to get to your house or school. Some things take very long journeys 
before they get to you!

BONUS QUESTION: Sometimes, an item will include information about where it was designed 
and where it was made. An example of this is many Apple products, which state that they 
are “designed in California and made in China”. Why do you think Apple chooses to provide 
information about where things are designed versus where they are made? What does this say 
about the cultural impact of international trade?
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gr. 9-12

Most of the things you see around you started their lives elsewhere in the world. But even when 
things are “made in Canada” or “made in the United States”, they often have components that 
were made elsewhere, or they may be made using equipment sourced elsewhere.

This global movement of goods that all come together to make an end product is called the 
supply chain. Like a chain with many “links”, most items go through a series of many steps 
before they reach the customer or end user (the person who finally buys and uses the product). 

aCtivity 3: Map a supply Chain!

For this activity, we’re going to figure out how the supply chain came together to create the end 
product of something you use or see regularly. Choose an item that has more than one or two 
components; this will be what we map. 

Depending on how detailed and complicated you’d like the mapping to be, you can choose 
something simple - like strawberries in a carton, where you’d trace both the strawberries and the 
carton - or something complex, like a smartphone.

Identify each component in the item. We’ll trace each one separately. Some components may 
have more than a few “links” in their supply chains.

Here are some steps you can take to identify the origin of each component:

• Look at the company materials. Do they have a website? What does their website say 
about where the component comes from? 

 �
• Many companies will include lists of suppliers and/or distributors, depending on what 

they sell. For instance, using the strawberry example, many agriculture companies - like 
Driscolls, for instance - are larger organizations that have a network of distributors, who 
themselves have a network of farms that supply the strawberries. You may not be able to 
determine the origin of the specific strawberries you have in your fridge, but you can, at 
least, figure out how many “links” are in the supply chain.

 �
• Remember that the supply chain isn’t just about the item itself: it’s also about getting 

people to buy or use it! Find out where you can buy your item at a retail store (online 
or offline), and whether the company has an agency of record for marketing or public 
relations to help convince people to buy or use it.

A note to the teacher: this activity is deliberately difficult and will likely lead to students/
participants being unable to trace at least some of the components in their objects. That’s okay! 
One of the purposes of this activity is to demonstrate how extremely complicated supply chain 
networks are in modern times.
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further resourCes

For younger kids or all kids: 

Royal Geographical Society
https://www.rgs.org/schools/teaching-resources/the-geography-of-my-stuff/where-does-my-stuff-
come-from/ 
(The “Where Does My Stuff Come From?” project is brilliant and includes lots of additional 
teacher resources!)

The History Channel
https://www.history.com/news/2700-year-old-phoenician-shipwreck-discovered 
(an article about the oldest shipwreck discovered so far in the Mediterranean, a cargo ship that 
sank almost 2,700 years ago!)

The Wall Street Journal
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0MUkgDIQdcM 
(A video that provides a brief history of shipping by sea, and how shipping containers changed 
the way we move things from one place to another)

NBC News
http://www.nbcnews.com/id/11705263/#.X3ObMpNKjvV 
(An article about the discovery of the oldest known seafaring ships in Egypt: almost 4,000 years 
old!)

For older kids:

UNESCO
https://en.unesco.org/silkroad/about-silk-roads
(a brief overview of trade along the Silk Roads)

UPenn Digital Library
http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/edwards/pharaohs/pharaohs-8.html
(An account from the 1800s of an Egyptian queen who traded with Egypt’s great ancient trading 
partner, the Land of Punt, thought to have been located in what is modern-day Eritrea and 
Ethiopia)

Biosphere Online
http://www.biosphereonline.com/2016/05/19/camels-ships-desert-domesticated/
(An article about the domestication of the dromedary camel, otherwise known as the “ships of 
the desert”; dromedaries were crucial for the establishment of ancient trade routes.)


