Kristina Carssow

Gateways Lesson Plan
The Oregon Trail Lesson Plan

Lesson #4

Lesson length: 35 50-minute class periods (time will vary depending on how much of the
simulation you complete)
Lesson overview: The students will experience westward expansion by participating in a wagon
trail from Independence, Mo., to Oregon City from the planning stages of the trip, to problems
on the trail and concluding with arriving at their final destination. They will then compare and
contrast their experiences with the actual journey along the Oregon Trail.
TEKS Statements:
• 6(C), 10(B), 11(B,C), 12(A,B,C), 24(A), 30(A-E, H), 31(C,D), 32(A,B)
List of Materials:
• Storypath’s The Oregon Trail simulation package (located in trunk)
• Butcher paper for engage activity
• Engage activity questions (located in trunk master binder)
• One portfolio folder for each student to showcase work during trip
• Colored pencils and markers
• Rulers
• Materials for 3D wagon model listed on Portfolio page 8 (located in trunk)
• 3x5 index cards
• construction paper
• cutouts of ox and mules (located in trunk master binder)
• Venn diagrams for route comparison (located in trunk master binder)
• Oregon Trail Places Matrix for Episode 4 (located in trunk master binder)
• Well-Sick Cards (located in trunk)
• Cholera placards (located in trunk)
• Oregon Trail Map (located in trunk)
• “Dreams of a New Life” rubric (located in trunk master binder)
• Scrapbook rubric (located in trunk master binder)
• The Oregon Trail DVD (located in trunk)
• Oregon Trail DVD teacher’s guide (located in trunk master binder)
• Oregon Trail DVD questions (located in trunk master binder)
• Oregon Trail Commemorative Stamps (located in trunk master binder)
• Oregon Trail Acrostic Poem (located in trunk master binder)
• Poster board or triboards
Instructional Sequence
Phase One: Engage the learner
The activities mentally engage students with an event or question. Engagement activities
capture students’ interest and help them to make connections with what they know and can do.
The teacher provides an orientation to the unit and assesses prior knowledge of the subject.
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• Captures student interest
• Taps into what students know or think about a topic
• Raises questions and encourages responses
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Introduce students to the idea that they will be traveling to the Oregon Country on a wagon
train. (Students should already have knowledge about westward expansion and manifest
destiny). Using think-pair-share, have students activate prior knowledge and generate questions
with the following prompts:
•
•
•
•

Why might people sell their businesses and farms to travel to the Oregon Country?
What might be dangerous and difficult about traveling west on a wagon train?
What types of jobs did people have in the 1840s?
In what ways would families of the 1840s be different from families of today? Why?

Students will find a partner to share their answers with and once a common answer is agreed
upon, they will write their answers on the butcher paper posted around the room.
Estimated time: 50 minutes
**Research based strategy (cooperative learning) from Classroom Instruction that Works
book study
Phase Two: Explore the Content
These activities include hands-on experiences in which students explore the content further.
Students receive little explanation and few terms at this point, because they are to define the
problem or phenomenon in their own words. The purpose of this stage is for students to acquire
a common set of experiences, both to articulate their own understanding and to understand
another’s viewpoint.
• Hands-on/minds-on activities prior to technical explanations
• Focus is on student observation and interaction with materials and each other
Students will participate in the Storypath simulation, “The Oregon Trail.” There are nine
episodes plus assessment. Not all episodes have to be used, it can be tailored to your needs.
Below are the activities I would use in my classroom. There are other activities in the teacher’s
guide that you can tailor for your students. Each day represents a 50-minute period.
• Episode 1: Creating the Characters in Teacher’s Handbook
Day 1: Students will be organized into families (3-4 students). Students will use Portfolio page
4 “Creating a Family History”. After they have created a family, the group will draw a family
portrait.
Day 2: Each student will complete a “Wagon Train Application” Teaching Master 1 on Handbook
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page 56. Each student will turn their application in and then each group will introduce their
families and show their family portraits. Students will complete the “Active Listening Guide”
page 7 as they listen to introductions. After each introduction, other families can ask questions
and then their wagon train applications will be displayed. Once the introductions have been
made, the “Creating a Family History, Wagon Train Application and Active Listening Guide” will
be placed in their portfolio folders.
• Episode 2: Preparing for the Journey in Teacher’s Handbook
Day 1: Families will design their own covered wagon. They will either draw one on or create a
3D model using guidelines on “Creating Your Own Wagon” on Portfolio page 8. Honors classes can
do the 3D model and regular classes can do one for extra credit. Content Card 3 also shows a
drawing for those students who cannot envision a wagon.
Day 2: Students will decide whether to use oxen or mules to pull the wagons. They will use the
information on Content Card 3 to make their decision. After a family decision has been reached
they will cut out which animals they will use on construction paper and past it with their wagon
or attach to model. On an index card, they will explain their decision on which animal to use. If
time permits, begin to brainstorm as a class which provisions they may need to take with them
on the journey.
Day 3: If time did not permit on Day 2, begin to brainstorm as a class which provisions they
may need to take with them on the journey. Write ideas on the board. Students will then read
as a family “Primary Source: the Emigrants’ Guide to California” on Portfolio Pages 11-12 and use
the reading guide on Portfolio Page 7.
Day 4: As a class, discuss the primary source. Students will then as a family decide what they
will bring on the journey using the chart on Portfolio Page 9.
Day 5: Each family will decide which route to take using the topographical map on Portfolio
Page 13. Using Content Card 6 for additional information, the family will plot out a route. Each
family will share with the class the rationale for their route. The teacher will then show the
actual route of the Oregon Trail (Teaching Master 2, page 57 in Teacher’s Handbook). Students
will then compare and contrast their routes to the actual route using a Venn Diagram.
Enrichment: Students can do the Concluding Episode 2 activity (pages 23-24) in Teacher’s
Handbook.
• Episode 3: Organizing for Departure in Teacher’s Handbook
Day 1: As a class we will brainstorm answers to the questions on Teacher Handbook Page 25
and post answers in the room so that students can refer to them as we complete this episode.
Students will select a wagon train leader. Families will first brainstorm three qualities they wish
to have in a wagon train leader. Each family will then share their ideas with the class and
nominate one person from their family to be the leader. The class will then vote and select one
leader. They can use the Wagon Train Applications as reference.
Day 2: Each family will come up with rules for the wagon train. Each family will discuss their
rules with the class and the class will come up with one set of agreed upon rules. These rules will
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be posted in the classroom. Students will create a journal during their journey. They will
complete the “Embarking on the Oregon Trail” entry and place it in their portfolio folder.
• Episode 4: Places Along the Oregon Trail in Teacher’s Handbook
Day 1: Each family will receive one of the four places along the Oregon Trail. They will read the
description located on Teaching Master 4 in the Teacher’s Handbook and answer the questions
(located on page 30 of the Teacher’s Handbook). After they are done, put the students in four
groups. Each group will create a picture of their setting.
Days 2-3: Finish setting pictures. Can use Content Card 6 for extra information.
Days 4-5: Post the four settings in order that the wagon trail will travel (Great Plains, Rocky
Mountains, Snake River, Fort Laramie). Post the Oregon Trail Map to give students an overall
look and label each of the four spots along the trail. Have students do a museum tour where
they visit each place and fill out the matrix. Students can put matrix in their portfolio.
• Episode 5: The Thunderstorm in Teacher’s Handbook
Day 1: Take one of the student’s wagons and turn it upside down on the front table. Explain to
the students that as you were traveling across the Great Plains a thunderstorm and flash flood
have caused the wagon to overturn and ruin most of the food inside. Ask students, “What should
members of the wagon train do?” As students answer, write them on the board to reference.
After brainstorming ideas, have each family hold a wagon train meeting to come up with a
solution. After each meeting, have each family member write a journal entry describing their
responses. The students should indicate whether they agreed or disagreed with the decision
made at the wagon train meeting. Students will then put their entry into their portfolio.
• Episode 6: An Outbreak of Cholera in Teacher’s Handbook
Day 1: As students enter the room, give them a well or sick card. Students who receive a sick
card will receive an information card on their disease, cholera, and they will read the
information and prepare to act sick for the rest of the class. The rest of the class will be told
there is an outbreak of a disease and they need to brainstorm ideas to the questions on
Teacher’s Handbook page 40 of the Teacher’s Handbook. ‘Sick’ students will act as if they have
cholera to illustrate the effects of the disease.
Day 2: Explain to the students that they are outside Fort Laramie (Content Card 7). Discuss
the questions from TH page 40 to brainstorm how to solve the problem. Explain to the students
that the commander at Fort Laramie has decided that the wagons must wait outside for two
weeks to make sure the infection has not spread and in the meantime, students will write their
reaction to the event as a journal entry to be placed in their portfolio. They can use Content
Card 8 as a resource. The questions at the bottom of Teacher’s Handbook Page 42 are good to
guide students’ responses.
• Episode 7: A Wagon is Wrecked in Teacher’s Handbook
Day 1: The wagon train is moving through the Rocky Mountains and they encounter a situation.
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(Teacher’s Handbook, page 45). Read the situation to the students and have them draw a
picture on white paper of what they envision as they are hearing what happened. Have them put
the picture in their portfolio. After reading the scenario, conduct a wagon train meeting to
discuss what to do and try to reach a decision. After a decision has been made, have students
record their reactions to the event in their journal. Put the journal entry in their portfolio.
Day 2-4: Wagon train families have become discouraged. Have each family complete Portfolio
page 19 on their dream of a better life. Families will write a letter, create a quilt, make a
picture, write a song, write a poem or come up with their own idea. Share each family’s product
when complete.
• Episode 8: An Encounter with Indians in Teacher’s Handbook
Day 1: The wagon train is approaching the Snake River, a known Indian territory. In their
family groups, have students read Content Cards 9-10. After they read, have the families
discuss whether or not the reports were exaggerated or not. Use the questions on Teacher’s
Handbook, page 49, to discuss whether or not the families should be fearful of Native
Americans.
Day 2: Set up classroom like a circled campfire. The teacher can play the role of a government
official who presents the families with actual information about Indian attacks. Leave the
families with the information and have them discuss the questions on Teacher’s Handbook, page
50. Have families also look at Content Card 11.
Day 3-4: Tell each family they have encountered a small band of Native Americans. Have them
write a dialogue describing how they would have interacted with the Native American band.
Each family will share their dialogue (and can act it out) to the wagon train. Discuss perceptions,
stereotypes and anything else that results from the dialogues.
• Episode 9: Celebrating the Journey’s End in Teacher’s Handbook
Day 1: Have each family read Content Card 12 that describes reaching the Oregon country.
Students will write a journal entry about what it feels like to finally reach their destination.
The rest of the celebration will take place with the creation of a scrapbook, explained in the
evaluation piece of the lesson plan.
Facilitative Questions: Located in the Teacher’s Handbook within each episode.
**Research based strategy (cooperative learning) from Classroom Instruction that Works
book study
**Research based strategy (graphic organizers, compare and contrast) from Classroom
Instruction that Works book study
Phase Three: Explain
After students have explored the content students and/or the teacher can provide technical

Kristina Carssow
Gateways Lesson Plan
Lesson #4
explanations and terms for what is being studied. The teacher may present the content via
lecture, demonstration, reading, or multi-media. Students then use the information to describe
what they have experienced, and they begin to examine mentally how this explanation fits with
what they already know.
• Emphasis is on student rather than teacher explanation
• Students connect explanations to evidence
• Teacher encourages students to explain observations in their own words before
connecting experiences to knowledge
The Oregon Trail video (2 hours broken into 4 half-hour sections)
You can show this video all at one time or split it up and show it as you travel through the
simulation. Use video questions to discuss at the end of each half-hour section.
Teacher’s guide available on http://www.isu.edu/%7Etrinmich/teacherguide.html and also
available in trunk master binder.
Estimated time: 3 50-minute periods
Phase Four: Elaboration
This stage allows students to elaborate on their understanding of the content. Students are
given opportunities to further explore and explain content. Interaction between the students is
essential during the elaboration stage. By discussing their ideas with others, students construct
a deeper understanding of the content.
• Multiple or varied opportunities for students to apply newly learned content
• Students utilize newly learned content in different contest
After completing the simulation and watching the video, students can pick one of the following
activities:
• Design a commemorative postage stamp
• Create an acrostic poem for ‘The Oregon Trail’
Estimated time: 1 50-minute period plus homework time as needed
Phase Five: Evaluation
This stage is designed for the students to continue to elaborate on their understanding and to
evaluate what they know. Evaluation of student understanding should take place throughout all
phases of the instructional model. The evaluation stage is where the teacher determines the
extent to which students have developed a meaningful understanding of the concept.
• Students demonstrate an understanding of cited TEKS and performance standards
• Methods for evaluating student progress toward objectives are evident throughout the
lesson
• Evaluation assists teachers in diagnosing what students know as well as what they do not
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The students will create a scrapbook of their experiences along the Oregon Trail. They will use
their reflections from their portfolio, models, and information gathered along the trail. They
will also have an opportunity to gather information from the Internet to enhance their
scrapbook. The scrapbook can take several forms, book form, poster, triboard or any other
style that suits the needs of the student. Students can do a scrapbook individually or as a
family.
**Research based strategy (cooperative learning) from Classroom Instruction that Works
book study
Estimated time: 4 50-minute periods
Web sites:
http://www.isu.edu/%7Etrinmich/Oregontrail.html
http://www.endoftheoregontrail.org/histhome.html
http://library.thinkquest.org/CR0210182/
http://www.historyglobe.com/ot/otmap1.htm
http://www.nps.gov/oreg/photosmultimedia/photogallery.htm

