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Cowboy and Lasso Lesson Plan 

Summary 

In this episode, the artist sketched a toy cowboy with a lasso while discussing the short-

lived cowboy era in America. He explained how cattle drives worked, why the cowboy’s 

job existed, and how innovations like barbed wire and railroads ended the open range. He 

also distinguished cowboys from gunslingers, noted the impact of harsh winters on 

ranching, and reflected on how dime novels, Wild West shows, and Hollywood shaped 

the cowboy myth still alive in today’s culture. 
Link: https://www.youtube.com/live/DBKdZIvpAK4?si=Nbgod1v1Vj-7lb3L 

Objective 

Students will analyze the historical context of the cowboy era, identify factors that led to 

its decline, and evaluate how popular culture reshaped the cowboy into a lasting 

American icon. 

Standards 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.2: Determine the central ideas of a primary or 

secondary source. 

• C3.D2.His.1.6-8: Analyze connections among events and developments in broader 

historical contexts. 

• NGSS.MS-ESS3-1: Construct a scientific explanation based on evidence for how 

natural disasters have influenced human activity. 

Materials 

• Printed copies of the 9 Fun Facts (required) 

• Worksheet (required) 

• Optional: projector or screen for video clip playback 
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Introduction 

Begin with a discussion on how long students think the cowboy era lasted and what they 

know from movies or television. Compare student answers with the historical timeline of 

roughly 1865 to 1895. Clarify that the cowboy’s work was practical and demanding, not 

the romanticized version often seen in entertainment. 

Activity 
1. Present the nine Fun Facts to the class. 

2. Have students work in pairs to highlight which facts describe historical reality and 

which highlight myth or legend. 

3. Discuss as a group why dime novels and Wild West shows exaggerated cowboy life. 

4. Conclude with students writing a short paragraph on how the myth of the cowboy 

differs from the reality of the profession. 

Assessment 

Students will be assessed on participation in discussion, accuracy of identifying myth 

versus reality, and the clarity of their written paragraph comparing the cowboy myth to 

historical reality. 

Rubric 
Criteria Excellent (4) Good (3) Fair (2) Poor (1) 

Content Understanding Clear and thorough 

understanding 
General understanding Limited understanding Minimal understanding 

Discussion 

Participation 
Insightful and active Relevant comments Limited participation No participation 

Worksheet Completion All answers accurate Most answers accurate Some answers accurate Few or none accurate 

Technology 

Connections 
Effectively uses tech 

resources 
Adequate use of tech Minimal use of tech No use of tech 
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9 Fun Facts 

 
1. The cowboy era was surprisingly short. The cowboy’s golden age only lasted about 

thirty years, from 1865 to the 1890s. The open range collapsed once railroads pushed 

west, barbed wire fenced off land, and harsh winters devastated herds. 
https://galaxypress.com/cowboy-era/?utm_source=chatgpt.com 

2. Cowboys were laborers, not gunslingers. Real cowboys weren’t dueling at high 

noon. They rode 12–16 hours a day, herding cattle, fixing gear, and braving storms, 

snakes, and stampedes. Hollywood gunfights came later, adding myth to muscle. 
https://historycollection.com/15-myths-about-cowboys-that-hollywood-got-totally-wrong/2/ 

3. Vaqueros shaped the cowboy’s style. The Stetson hat, chaps, bandanas, and spurs all 

trace back to Mexican vaquero traditions. Even the word “buckaroo” is just a frontier 

mispronunciation of “vaquero.” The American cowboy’s look is really a blend of Spanish 

and Mexican ranching culture. 
 https://www.history.com/articles/mexican-vaquero-american-cowboy 

4. Barbed wire ended the open range. In 1874, Joseph Glidden patented barbed wire, 

giving ranchers a cheap, tough way to fence land. By the 1880s, barbed wire stretched 

across the prairies, closing off trails, sparking “fence-cutting wars,” and ending the wide-

open range that made long cattle drives possible. 
https://www.britannica.com/technology/barbed-wire 

5. The “Great Die-Up” changed ranching. The winter of 1886–87 was devastating 

across the Plains. Weeks of blizzards and subzero temperatures killed hundreds of 

thousands of cattle. Ranchers lost fortunes overnight, and survivors fenced in smaller 

herds. Cowboys remembered it grimly as the “Great Die-Up.” 
https://www.thefencepost.com/news/january-9-1887-the-great-die-up/ 
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6. Railroads killed the long drive. In the early years after the Civil War, cowboys 

pushed herds hundreds of miles north from Texas to Kansas railheads. By the 1880s, 

railroads had extended deep into Texas. That meant cattle could be shipped out by train 

much closer to the ranches. The epic cattle drives that defined cowboy life ended almost 

overnight. 
https://www.kshs.org/kansapedia/cowtowns/15169 

7. The cowboy’s legend was built on cheap books and traveling shows. In the late 

1800s, “dime novels”, cheap ten-cent paperbacks,spread exaggerated cowboy tales to 

eager readers. At the same time, Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West shows thrilled huge 

audiences with sharpshooting, trick riding, and staged battles. Together, those pulpy 

stories and traveling shows transformed the working cowhand into a global folk hero. 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/dime-novel 

8. Hollywood saddled up the myth. When the frontier closed, Hollywood took over. 

Gene Autry popularized the singing cowboy, John Wayne became the face of rugged 

heroism, Clint Eastwood added grit as the anti-hero, and comedies like City Slickers kept 

the image alive. Western films reshaped the cowboy myth for each new generation.  
https://www.britannica.com/art/Western 

9. The cowboy spirit still rides today. The cowboy job may be history, but the culture is 

still alive. Rodeos like RodeoHouston highlight roping, riding, and ranching traditions, 

while modern cowboys carry forward the values of resilience and independence. Pop 

culture, from country music to shows like Yellowstone, keeps the image sharp in the 

public mind. The cowboy remains a living American icon. 
https://www.rodeohouston.com/from-past-to-present-cowboy-culture-through-a-hall-of-famers-eyes/ 
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Worksheet 

 

Name: ________________________________________________ Date: ___________ 

Review 

1. During which years did the cowboy era peak? 

2. What daily distance did cowboys aim to cover on cattle drives? 

3. Why did barbed wire change the cowboy way of life? 

Discussion 

5. Why do you think cowboys and gunslingers became so closely linked in popular 

culture even though they were different roles? 

 

 

6. How do modern portrayals like *Yellowstone* compare to the reality of cowboy life? 

 

 

Data Analysis 

7. Estimate how long it would take to move a herd 500 miles if cowboys averaged 14 

miles per day. 

 

 

Reflection 

8. In your own words, explain how a short 30-year period in history grew into one of the 

strongest cultural myths in America. 

 

 

9. Do you think the cowboy spirit is still relevant today? Why or why not? 
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