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The Oregon Trail is a unit of study that has often been explored by using computer 
simulation games, which puts students in the place of pioneers making the treacherous 
journey from Independence, Missouri to Oregon.  This two-day lesson incorporates the 
interactive nature of that computer game and grounds it with relevant primary resources 
from the Library of Congress, including various first-hand accounts of people in history 
who made this voyage.  In addition, the lesson asks students to think critically when 
anticipating the necessary materials as well as evaluating whether the reward of land and 
opportunity at the journey’s end is worth the perils one might experience along the way.   
 
 

Overview Back to Navigation Bar 
Objectives Students will: 

• Interpret a song about moving west 
• View and interpret a map of the Oregon Trail. 
• Read and analyze two first-hand accounts of life 

along the Oregon Trail. 
• Identify the possible rewards and hardships travelers 

west endured. 
• Predict the materials necessary to make the long 

journey across the Oregon Trail. 
• Write an essay which takes a position and support 

that position with concrete examples from the 
primary sources. 
 

Recommended time frame Two-Three 50 minute class periods 
Grade level 8th 
Curriculum fit Social Studies 
Materials • Source list from the Library of Congress (see 

“Primary Source Table” page) 
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• One copy of each of the selected sources 
• Document Camera or Smart Board to enlarge the 

teacher selected sources 
• 6-10 copies of teacher selected sources (“To the 

West” and Oregon Trail map) (one for each 
group of students) 

• One copy per student of “Primary Source 
Analysis Sheet” for “Life on the Oregon Trail”  
(See attached) 

• One copy per student of the first-hand accounts 
from J. Henry Brown and Harriet Scott Palmer. 

 

Michigan State Learning Standards Back to Navigation Bar 
 8 – U4.2.3 Westward Expansion – Explain the 

expansion, conquest, and settlement of the West through 
the Louisiana Purchase, the removal of American 
Indians (Trail of Tears) from their native lands, 
the growth of a system of commercial agriculture, the 
Mexican-American War, and the idea of 
Manifest Destiny. (E2.1) (National Geography Standard 
6, p. 154)  

Procedures Back to Navigation Bar 
 Day # 1: 

• The teacher will provide students with a brief 
background on what the Oregon Trail is. (See 
Historical Background.)  Teacher will then inform 
students that the class will be working in groups and 
individually for the next 2 days analyzing primary 
sources to learn more about why so many people 
made the journey and what they needed to bring 
with them.  

• Teacher will divide students into groups of 2-3. 
• Teacher will provide one copy per person of the 

Five-Page Primary Source analysis sheet.  (This will 
also serve as a prewriting tool for completion of an 
essay response at the end of the lesson.) 

• Students will need one copy per group of the song 
“To the West”: http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/ampage?collId=amss&fileName=as2/as203680/
amsspage.db&recNum=0  

• Students will first analyze the song to find what 
hardships and rewards will come from possibly 
making the trip. (Students should discuss as a group, 
and record individually on their Primary Source 
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Analysis Sheet.) 
• Students will need one copy per group of the map of 

the Oregon Trail: 
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/images/
3/3f/Oregon_Trail.jpg 

• Students will then identify what obstacles they may 
encounter along the journey by analyzing a map of 
the Oregon Trail. (Students should discuss as a 
group, and record individually on their Primary 
Source Analysis Sheet.) 

• Students will need one copy PER STUDENT of the 
Harriet Scott Palmer’s firsthand account: 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/pre
sentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/expref
/oregtral/jhbrown.html  
(The attached version has been shortened to meet 
the allotted time frame) 

• Students must individually read the account before 
working together as a group to complete the chart on 
the analysis worksheet.   

• Students will then complete the chart on the Primary 
Source Analysis sheet for Harriet Scott Palmer’s 
diary entry. 

• If time, students will discuss and share their finding 
with the class. 

 
Day #2 
• Students will need one copy PER STUDENT of the 

J. Henry Brown’s firsthand account: 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/pre
sentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/expref
/oregtral/jhbrown.html  

• Students must individually read the account before 
working together as a group to complete the chart on 
the analysis worksheet.   
 (The attached version has been shortened to meet 
the allotted time frame) 

• Students will then complete the chart on the Primary 
Source Analysis sheet for J. Henry Brown’s diary 
entry. 

• Students will then discuss with their groups whether 
they would take the journey along the Oregon Trail.  
Students will individually write an essay, in which 
they must take a position on the issue and support it 
with three concrete examples from the primary 
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sources.  Depending on time, it is at the teacher’s 
discretion whether the writing assignment should be 
done in class or as homework. 

 

Evaluation Back to Navigation Bar 
 Upon student completion of the writing assessment, the 

teacher will use the attached rubric provided to score the 
writing. 
 

Extension                                                        Back to Navigation Bar 
 • Students and/or the teacher may wish to consult 

the following website for the National 
Oregon/California Trail Center for more 
information on the Oregon Trail. 

http://www.oregontrailcenter.org/HistoricalTrails/Suppli
es.htm 

• The links on what materials were brought on the 
journey are of particular interest and are a 
natural extension of the firsthand account 
assignments.   The charts ask students to think 
about what hardships those who traveled the trail 
experienced and what could they have possibly 
brought with them that could have helped with 
the situation. 
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Historical Background  
Back to Navigation Bar 

 
The journey along the Oregon Trail is one of the biggest and most important migrations 
in American history. From the 1800s to the 1860s, the Oregon Trail is responsible for the 
movement of thousands of people from the Upper Mid-West to the Pacific Northwest.  
This is the story of brave Americans who were willing to leave almost everything behind 
and make a 2,000 mile trek with nothing but some basic supplies, possibly a wagon & 
oxen, and their own two feet.  Some traveled alone but most brought their entire families 
knowing they would never return to the life they once knew.  They did this with the 
promise of a better life than the one they were leaving behind.  The new life could be 
from the promise of precious metals such as gold, opportunities from a profitable fur 
trade, the need for rich farm land, added to the desire for adventure.  The Oregon Trail 
was the embodiment of the American dream and an important part of American history as 
the nation expanded westward.   
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Primary Resources from the Library of Congress 
Back to Navigation Bar 

 
Image Descripti

on 
Citation Perm URL 

 

Song 
entitled 
“To the 
West” 

H. De Marsan, 
Publisher, 54 
Chatham Street, 
N. Y. [n. d.] 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/ampage?collId=amss&f
ileName=as2/as203680/am
sspage.db&recNum=0 

 Map of 
Trail 
 
 

"Line of Original 
Emigration to the 
Pacific Northwest: 
Commonly 
Known as the 
Oregon Trail." 
Map. N.p.: n.p., 
n.d. N. pag. 
Https://www.famil
ysearch.org/learn/
wiki/en/images/3/
3f/Oregon_Trail.j
pg. 
Familysearch.org. 
Web. 16 Jan. 2013 

https://www.familysearch.o
rg/learn/wiki/en/images/3/3
f/Oregon_Trail.jpg 

 

J. Henry 
Brown’s 
Account 

Palmer, Harriet S. 
“Traveling  on the 
Overland Trails, 
1843-1860.” 
Library of 
Congress. N.p., 
n.d. Web. 16 Jan. 
2013.  Path: 
http://www.loc.go
v/teachers  

http://www.loc.gov/teacher
s/classroommaterials/prese
ntationsandactivities/presen
tations/timeline/expref/oreg
tral/jhbrown.html 
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Harriet 
Scott 
Palmers’ 
Account 

Brown, J.H. 
“Traveling  on the 
Overland Trails, 
1843-1860.” 
Library of 
Congress. N.p., 
n.d. Web. 16 Jan. 
2013. 

http://www.loc.gov/teacher
s/classroommaterials/prese
ntationsandactivities/presen
tations/timeline/expref/oreg
tral/crossing.html 
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Rubric for Short Essay 
Back to Navigation Bar 

 

  0 1 2 3 

  

Does Not Meet 

Expectations 

Partially Meets 

Expectations Meets Expectations Exceeds Expectations 

Position The paper takes no 

position, or waffles 

between positions. 

    The paper takes a 

clear stand on the 

question and 

maintains focus 

throughout the piece. 

Support The paper includes no 

textual support. 

The paper includes 

little textual support, 

or the examples from 

the text are not clearly 

explained in order to 

support the stated 

position. 

The paper includes 

adequate textual 

support, and the 

examples from the 

text are clearly 

explained in order to 

support the stated 

position. 

The paper includes 

several examples of 

appropriate textual 

support, and the 

examples from the 

texts are clearly and 

thoroughly explained 

in order to support 

the stated position. 

Grammar/Spelling The paper contains 

many grammatical 

and spelling errors 

which detract from 

the reader's ability to 

understand the 

meaning of the piece. 

The paper contains 

several grammatical 

and spelling errors 

and may sometimes 

detract from the 

reader's ability to 

understand the 

meaning of the piece. 

The paper contains 

some grammatical and 

spelling errors, but do 

not detract from the 

reader's ability to 

understand the 

meaning of the piece. 

The paper minimal to 

no grammatical or 

spelling errors. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Teaching with Primary Sources  
Illinois State University 

 

Handouts:
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Back to Navigation Bar 

 
. 
 
 
 

Song entitled “To the West” 
from the Library of Congress 

Use Day #1 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map of the Oregon Trail 
Use Day 1 



 

  



 



 

 



 

 


