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Introduction to the Lewis and Clark Expedition 
 
Teacher: 
Mike Sabala 
 
Lesson Title:  
Introduction to Lewis and Clark Expedition (Corps of Discovery) 
 
Grade Level:  
8 
 
Lesson Time Length:  
45-60min 
 
Big Idea: 
The students will realize the magnitude of Corps of Discovery’s mission. 
Jefferson explains all of the objectives to Captain Lewis in his letter to the 
Corps leaders. 
 
Lesson Abstract:  
Students putting themselves in 1803 as Meriwether Lewis can help understand 
the decisions facing him and some of the concerns he had for the Corps of 
Discovery. 
 
Lesson Background and Context:   
This will be the first lesson of the year for 8th grade U.S. history to introduce 
the importance of the Louisiana Purchase as well as the Corps of Discovery 
Journey.  Students will have a basic understanding of Lewis and Clark and the 
Louisiana Purchase from Kansas History. 
 
 
Standards Alignment:  
8.4.1.5- Relations with natives in the Louisiana Territory 
 
 
Objectives: 
• Students will analyze the letter from Jefferson to Lewis using the Primary 

Document Analysis Worksheet. 
• Students will put themselves in Lewis’ shoes and write questions or 

concerns in a journal to prepare for the trip. 
• Students will draft a letter to Clark requesting his company and 

assistance throughout the journey as his partner. 
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• Students will demonstrate knowledge of the concerns facing Meriwether 
Lewis early on in the Corps of Discovery. 

 
 
Teaching Materials: 
 
• Primary Document Analysis Worksheet 
• Letter, or excerpt from the letter, of the request by Jefferson for Lewis to 

lead the journey. 
 
 
Vocabulary (terms and concepts will students learn): 
 
Corps of Discovery - Group led by Meriwether Lewis and William Clark in 1804 
tasked with exploring the Louisiana Territory and finding a water route to the 
Pacific Ocean. 
Commerce - The business of trading 
Nations (tribes) - Groups of natives the Corps of Discovery would encounter. 
Historical Empathy - The ability to understand historical situations in their own 
context. 
 
 Lesson Implementation and Procedures: 
 

1. Divide the class up into groups of two or three. 
2. Pass out a copy of the letter excerpt to each student and instruct 

them to read it very carefully then discuss it with their partners or 
groups. (5-10min) 

a. The teacher should probably assist the discussions at this point 
because of some of the unfamiliar language used in the letter. 

3. Pass out the primary source analysis worksheet with instructions for 
the students to complete one worksheet per group.  (5-10min) 

4. The teacher will pick up the worksheets and instruct the students to 
create an entry in their journal documenting their questions and 
concerns about the journey based on the letter from Jefferson.  (5min) 

5. The students will be instructed to get back in their original pairs or 
groups and draft a letter to William Clark requesting his partnership on 
the journey.  In the letter, “Lewis” should obviously repeat some of the 
objectives of the journey but also some of the questions or concerns from 
his own journal.  This will require the students to discuss some ideas 
from their journals about foreseen problems along the journey that Clark 
should be aware of before accepting the invitation.  (20-30min) 

6. The letter to Clark probably won’t be finished during the 45 min class 
but time will be given at the beginning of the next class as a focus for the 
following lesson in the unit.  Students can turn the letters in or read 
them in class. 
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Technology Integration:   
All of the documents, worksheets, and journals can be read and filled out 
online.  This sometimes works better for tech savvy students. 
 
Evaluation and Assessment: 
• Students should show evidence of thought and understanding of the 

Jefferson letter through answers and questions on the document analysis 
worksheet. 

• Individual journals should show historical empathy as “Lewis” tries to 
grasp the concept of what he has been asked to do.  This should include 
real concerns that a person in that situation would have. 

• Forethought and understanding should be shown in the letter to William 
Clark as the students put the situation in their own words.  Original ideas 
and problems solving solutions should be present.  If the solution isn’t 
present, at least acknowledgement of potential problems or concerns 
should be noted. 

 
 
Extension and Enrichment: 
Primary sources can be used to: 
• read about the public’s knowledge of the Louisiana Territory 
• public sentiment of the journey 
• reaction to the Louisiana Purchase 
 
Reading the actual Lewis and Clark journals is a great way to see the everyday 
dangers and concerns of the Corps told by not only the two captains but five 
other viewpoints as well.  The journals are very easily found online in their 
original format with incorrect grammar and spellings as well as easier to read 
versions. 
 
Resources: 
http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/written_document_a
nalysis_worksheet.pdf 


