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Sarah Plain and Tall is a timeless novel written by Patricia MacLachlan that tells the story of a family
in the late 19th century and the impact of a new woman in their lives. This study guide aims to
provide a comprehensive overview of the book, including its themes, characters, and significant plot
points. Designed for students and educators alike, this guide will help deepen the understanding of
the novel and its underlying messages.

Overview of the Novel

Setting:
The story is set on the vast plains of the American Midwest during the late 1800s. The backdrop of
the prairie is essential to the narrative, symbolizing both isolation and the beauty of nature.

Plot Summary:
The novel follows a widower, Jacob Witting, and his two children, Anna and Caleb, as they await the
arrival of Sarah, a woman who has answered Jacob’s advertisement for a mail-order bride. The story
unfolds through Anna’s perspective as she navigates the complexities of welcoming a new mother
figure into their home.

Main Characters

1. Anna Witting
- The narrator of the story, Anna is a thoughtful and sensitive girl who deeply cares for her family.
She is eager to find a mother figure in Sarah and feels a mixture of excitement and apprehension
about the changes that are coming.

2. Caleb Witting
- Anna's younger brother, Caleb is a lively and playful boy who is enthusiastic about the prospect of
having Sarah in their lives. His innocence and love for adventure often lighten the mood.

3. Jacob Witting
- The father of Anna and Caleb, Jacob is depicted as a hardworking farmer who is still mourning the
loss of his wife. He is kind and protective, but he also struggles with the idea of moving on.

4. Sarah Wheaton
- The titular character, Sarah is a strong and independent woman from Maine who comes to the
prairies to marry Jacob. Her character embodies resilience and adaptability as she learns to embrace
her new life.



Themes

1. Family and Relationships
- The novel explores the dynamics of family, particularly the bond between siblings and the
transition from loss to love. The relationship between Anna, Caleb, and Sarah evolves as they learn
to trust and support one another.

2. Change and Adaptation
- Change is a central theme, illustrated through Sarah's journey from Maine to the plains and her
adjustment to a new way of life. The characters must learn to adapt to new circumstances,
highlighting the resilience of the human spirit.

3. Loneliness and Belonging
- The feelings of loneliness experienced by each character, especially after the loss of the mother,
are palpable. As Sarah integrates into the family, the theme of belonging emerges, showcasing the
importance of connection and love.

4. Nature and Environment
- The setting of the plains is not just a backdrop; it plays a crucial role in shaping the characters'
experiences. The beauty and harshness of nature reflect their emotional journeys and the challenges
they face.

Important Plot Points

1. Arrival of Sarah
- The anticipation surrounding Sarah's arrival sets the tone for the story. Anna and Caleb's
excitement is intermingled with uncertainty, showcasing the emotional stakes involved.

2. Sarah's Adjustment
- As Sarah settles into her new life, she faces challenges such as the vastness of the prairie and the
unfamiliarity of the farming lifestyle. Her willingness to adapt is key to her acceptance by the family.

3. The Bonding Moments
- Special moments between Sarah and the children, such as sharing stories and engaging in daily
chores, highlight the growing bond. These interactions are pivotal in establishing a family
connection.

4. Conflict and Resolution
- A moment of tension arises when Anna fears that Sarah might leave them, echoing her earlier
feelings of loss. This conflict is resolved through open communication and shared experiences,
strengthening their family ties.

Discussion Questions

1. How does the setting of the plains influence the characters’ development throughout the story?



- Discuss the significance of the prairie as both a physical and emotional landscape.

2. In what ways does Sarah's character challenge traditional gender roles of the time?
- Analyze how Sarah's independence and strength contribute to her role within the family.

3. What is the impact of loss on Anna and Caleb, and how do they cope with their feelings?
- Explore the different coping mechanisms employed by the siblings and how these affect their
relationship.

4. How does the author use imagery to enhance the themes of the novel?
- Identify specific examples of imagery related to nature and emotions, and discuss their
significance.

Literary Devices

1. Symbolism
- The prairie itself symbolizes both freedom and isolation. It represents the vast opportunities for
growth while also highlighting the loneliness that can accompany such an expansive landscape.

2. Imagery
- MacLachlan uses vivid imagery to paint a picture of the natural environment, enhancing the
reader's understanding of the characters' emotional states and the beauty of their surroundings.

3. Foreshadowing
- Subtle hints throughout the narrative foreshadow the eventual acceptance of Sarah into the family,
building anticipation for the reader.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Sarah Plain and Tall is a rich and profound novel that delves into themes of family,
change, and belonging. Through its well-developed characters and evocative setting, the book
captures the complexities of human relationships and the resilience required to overcome loss. This
study guide serves as a resource for readers to engage deeply with the text, fostering a better
understanding of the novel's enduring messages. Whether used in a classroom setting or for
personal study, the insights offered here aim to enhance the reading experience and encourage
thoughtful discussion.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Sarah, Plain and Tall'?
The main themes include family, love, loss, and the importance of belonging. The story explores how
Sarah's arrival impacts the family's dynamics and their journey towards acceptance and connection.



How does the setting influence the story in 'Sarah, Plain and
Tall'?
The setting in the prairies during the early 1900s plays a crucial role in the narrative. It reflects the
challenges of rural life, the isolation of the characters, and the beauty of nature, which affects the
characters' emotions and relationships.

What character traits define Sarah in 'Sarah, Plain and Tall'?
Sarah is depicted as strong, independent, and nurturing. Her resilience and adaptability are
highlighted as she adjusts to her new life and forms bonds with the family, especially with the
children.

What is the significance of the title 'Sarah, Plain and Tall'?
The title signifies Sarah's straightforward and unpretentious nature. It emphasizes her practicality
and the contrast between her simplicity and the complexities of her emotional journey and the
family's expectations.

How do the children in 'Sarah, Plain and Tall' respond to
Sarah's arrival?
The children initially feel a mix of curiosity and apprehension about Sarah's arrival. As they get to
know her, they gradually develop a strong bond, learning to trust and love her as part of their family.
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