
Teacher:  
Stacey Noordhoek 
  
Lesson Title:  
A Ride Through Kansas History on the Orphan Train 
  
Grade Level:  
7th Grade Kansas History 
 
Lesson Time Length:  
3 - 6 days 
  
 
Big Idea:  
Many times solutions to problems are not a perfect answer; they may have both positive 
and negative aspects. 
 
  
Lesson Abstract:  
The purpose of this lesson is to give students an understanding of the “Orphan Train” 
and how it became a bridge between homelessness and orphanages and the current 
foster care system in America. Students will examine research information, as well as, 
both positive/negative aspects of the Orphan Train. Much information and research for 
this lesson was produced by the National Orphan Train Museum and Research Center 
located in Concordia, Kansas. 
 
  
Lesson Background and Context:  
In the 1800s and 1900s the United States experienced an influx of immigrants looking 
for a better life. However, circumstances were not easy, and many orphaned and 
homeless children were created by sickness, poverty, and lives filled with hard labor. 
Charles Brace of the Children's Aid Society in New York was determined to help these 
children and developed the “Orphan Train,” as it was later called. This train transported 
these children from New York and the East Coast, relocating them with families in the 
Mid-West. Kansas and other Mid-West states were viewed as the perfect relocation 
setting to help develop these children into self-reliant citizens. 
 
 
Standards Alignment: 
- Identifies the various physical and human criteria that can be used to define a region. 
(human migration). 
- Describes and analyzes population characteristics through the use of demographic 
concepts. (migration patterns) 



- Evaluates demographic data to analyze population characteristics in the U.S. over 
time. (migration patterns) 
- Analyze push/pull including economic, political, and social factors that contributed to 
human migration and settlement in the U.S.  
- Examines a variety of different types of primary sources in U.S. history and analyzes 
them in terms of credibility, purpose, and point of view. 
 
 
Objectives: 
 
Know: 
- The purpose of the Orphan Train and its ties to Kansas History 
- Determine positive and negative aspects of the Orphan Train 
- Determine its connection to the current foster care system 
 
Do: 
- Analyze research data 
- Determine positive and negative influences of the Orphan Train 
- Create a product which reflects information learned about the Orphan Train 
 
 
Teaching Materials:  
paper, pencil, computer with internet access and promethean board,h  various websites 
and YouTube videos from the internet (listed later), photo of Norman Rockwell painting, 
“Little Orphan at the Train”, “Orphan Train” song by Jim Roll or other artist, vocabulary 
quilt worksheet, and research worksheet with graphic organizer. 
 
 
Vocabulary:  
immigrants, transport, vagrant, mass, institution, adoption, indentured servants, 
abolitionists, advocates. 
 
 
Lesson Implementation: 
 
Step 1 - Building background knowledge and vocabulary 
A. The teacher will introduce the “Orphan Train” lesson by having students view and 
analyze a photo of the Norman Rockwell painting, “Little Orphan at the Train.” As 
students view the photo they are to complete a “quick-write” on any background 
information they have on the orphan train, much like the one in the picture. If students 
have no previous knowledge about the orphan train, have them make a prediction 
based on the photo and its title: what is it, who is involved, when did it take place, etc. 
Have students share their “before knowledge” or predictions with the class. The teacher 



may also choose to share or lecture his/her basic information about the “Orphan Train” 
at this time. 
 
B. View YouTube video clip over orphan train history. (approx. 10 minutes.) Following 
the video, have students add any new knowledge (during knowledge) they have gained 
to their previous quick-write on the orphan train. Have them share and discuss in more 
detail with the class. What is it, who is involved, when did it take place, etc. 
 
C. Have students use computers and in pairs read “orphan train” material on the 
Wikipedia website. Additional websites may be used as well. Students will take 
organized notes over basic information on the history of the orphan train. Questions 
they should address could include: 
• What was the orphan train? 
• Who was involved? 
• When did it occur? 
• What was good/bad about the Orphan Train? 
• What was the purpose of the Orphan Train? 
Have students share any additional websites they may have accessed for information in 
addition to the Wikipedia site. 
 
 
Step 2 - Student application and work 
 
A. Students will answer the questions and fill out information on the research worksheet 
and graphic organizer. The worksheet summarizes basic information about the “Orphan 
Train” and has students list both positive and negative aspects of the orphan train. 
 
B. Students will complete a Kansas map creating a possible route (major cities and 
counties) the orphan train could have taken through Kansas based on the Orphan 
Trains of Kansas website. <www.kancoll.org/articles/orphans/index.html> 
 
C. Students will complete a vocabulary quilt over 6 of the 9 vocabulary words from this 
unit. Each vocabulary word will have a definition, the word used in a complete sentence, 
and a picture representing the word.  
Vocabulary list: immigrant, transport, vagrant, mass, institution, indentured servant, 
adoption, abolitionists, and advocate. 
 
Step 3 - Closure: student reflection and extension activity (have students choose 
one.) 
 
A. Students will write a reflection piece on the positive/negative aspects of the “Orphan 
Train” and how they would have improved it. 
 



B. Students will view the “Orphan Train” movie then write a brief comparison/contrast 
piece reflecting on similarities and differences with the information learned in class. 
They may watch the video for free on the following website. 
<www.youtube.com/watch?v=QcSyP6_3j3w> 
 
C. Students will research the current foster care system and compare/contrast it with the 
“Orphan Train” experiment. 
D. Students will listen to “Orphan Train” song by Jim Roll or other author.  Students will 
use phrases and quotes from song to describe the Orphan Train story. 
  
 
Technology Integration: 
- Computers and Promethean board with internet access 
- Orphan Train websites 
-YouTube video websites 
-Google Search and Google Earth for additional information 
-MS Word for reflection 
 
 
Evaluation and Assessment: 
(Students are evaluated both subjectively and objectively.) 
-Students will be evaluated subjectively during computer use, pair or group work and 
class discussions. 
-Students will complete the research worksheet and graphic organizer. 
-Students will create a vocabulary quilt using 6 of the 9 vocabulary words. 
-Students will choose and complete one of the reflection/extension activities. 
 
 
Extension and Enrichment: 
-Conduct a neighborhood survey. Find out the culture/nationality of your neighbors 
-Write a short story about the life of a child who traveled the “Orphan Train.” 
-Conduct an interview with family and friends. Are any of them adopted, immigrants, 
children of immigrants…. 
-Create a family tree/ history of your family 
-Search additional websites and find information on adoption, orphanages, and the 
foster care system. 
 
 
Resources: 
Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orphan_Train 
  
National Orphan Train Complex - Concordia, KS - 
http://www.kansasbeautiful.com/central-kansas-tourism/national-orphan-train-complex-
concordia 



  
National Orphan Train Complex, Concordia - www.orphantraindepot.com 
  
Norman Rockwell photo of “Little Orphan at the Train.” -
http://www.flickr.com/photos/adactio/5026748369/ 
  
Orphan Train video clip and song - http:www.youtube.com/watch?v=6HAg3lE9UbO or 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I-a3Xk-StBo 
  
Orphan Train, the movie - http://youtube.com/watch/v=QcSyP6_3j3w 
  
Orphan Train history project video clip - http:www.you 
tube.com/watch?v=cWTTcNBfaRw&feature=related 
  
Orphan Train of Kansas - http://www.kancoll.org/articles/orphans/index.html 
  
Kansas County Map - http://geology.com/county-map/kansas.shtml 
  
 


