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Lesson Plan 
 
 Teacher:  
Jeff Friesen 
 
 Lesson Title: 
The Oregon Trail 
 
 Grade Level:  
8th grade 
 
 Lesson Time Length:  
6 – 8 days 
 
 
 Big Idea:  
 
That making the journey on the Oregon Trail was a very serious undertaking 
that was quite difficult. 
 
 
 Lesson Abstract:  
 
This lesson is designed to give students an idea of what was involved in making 
eh journey to Oregon by way of the Oregon Trail. Students will learn what was 
needed to make the trip, hardships encountered and hopefully an appreciation 
for the toughness of the people who made the trip. 
 
 
 Lesson Background and Context:  
 
The Oregon Trail was the longest of the overland routes used in the westward 
expansion of the United States. It wound over 2,00 miles through prairies and 
deserts and across mountains from Independence, Missouri, to the Pacific 
Northwest. More than 50,000 people used the trail between 1841 and 1860. 
 
Travel on the Oregon Trail was a severe test of strength and endurance. The 
journey in a covered wagon took six months. Settlers often had to cross flooded 
rivers. Indians attacked the wagon trains, though fighting along the trail killed 
more Indians than settlers. Cholera and other diseases were common. Food, 
water, and wood were always scarce, and the travelers often encountered 
contaminated water holes. (From the worldbookonline.com site for students) 
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 Standards Alignment: 
 
1. The student uses maps, graphic representations, tools, and technologies to 
locate and present information about people, places, and environments. 
2. The student understands how economic, political, cultural, and social 
processes interact to shape patterns of human populations, interdependence, 
cooperation and conflict.  
3. The student understands the effects of interactions between human and 
physical systems. 
4. The student uses a working knowledge and understanding of individuals, 
groups, ideas, developments, and turning points in the early years of the 
United States.  
5. The student analyzes push-pull factors including economic, political, and 
social factors that contribute to human migration and settlement in the United 
States.  
6. The student examines a variety of different types of primary sources in 
United States history and analyzes them in terms of credibility, purpose, and 
point of view (e.g., census records, diaries, photographs, letters, government 
documents). 
 
 
 Objectives: 
 
Know: 
1. The route settlers took when traveling on the Oregon Trail.  
2. Reasons people went to Oregon.  
3. What was needed in terms of supplies and money to make the trip.  
4. Hardships and difficulties people would face.   
 
Do:  
1. Analyze and use primary sources.  
2. Incorporate maps and diaries into their finished product. 
 
 
 Teaching Materials:  
 
1. Diaries of people who traveled on the Oregon Trail.  
2. Maps of the Oregon Trail’s route.  
3. Notes from a summer class I took.  
4. List of search terms for students to use.  
5. DVD from the History Channel titled America: The Story of Us” 
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 Vocabulary: 
  
1. Manifest Destiny  
2. Jumping off point  
3. Ferry  
4. Toll  
5. Cholera  
 
 
 Lesson Implementation and Procedures:  
(Class meets daily for 45 minutes and each student has their own laptop.)  
 
Day 1:   
• Watch the DVD episode titled Westward.     
• Give students the rubric/assignment.    
 
Day 2: 
• Define and discuss Manifest Destiny.   
• Look at the painting American Progress by John Gast and discuss things 

students see in the painting.   
• Lay out the dimensions of a covered wagon on the floor using tape.   
• Assign students the supply they are responsible for bringing. Instead of 

having someone bring for example 5 pounds of coffee, visit with the math 
teacher to help them figure out how much space their supply would take 
so students can bring something similar in size.    

 
Day 3: 
 
• Load the wagon with any supplies the students brought.  
• Lecture and note taking.   
• Start reading a diary of a woman making the trip on the Oregon Trail. I 

have two diaries I use. One is a little shorter (Lydia Allen Rudd) and could 
be covered in one entire class period. The longer diary (Amelia Stewart 
Knight) I usually stretch out over two or three days so we are not reading 
the entire class period. Have whole class read diary aloud with students 
reading one day’s diary entry.   

 
Day 4: 
 
• Load the wagon.    
• Lecture and note taking.      
• Read diary.     
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Day 5 – 7: 
 
• Students work on assignment.    
 
Day 8: 
 
• Assignments are due.   
 
 Technology Integration:  
 
Collaborate with English teacher about having students post blogs about 
what they admire in the settlers and found interesting about the trip.  
 
Students will have to take notes on their laptops.  
 
Students will need use their laptops and the Internet to do research to 
complete their assignment. 
 
 Evaluation and Assessment:  
 
Students will graded on their assignment using the rubric. 
 
 Extension and Enrichment:  
 
Have students walk around the track for a class period wearing clothing similar 
to that of people who traveled the Oregon Trail and see how far they can go in 
an hour.  
 
Make some hard tack and eat it.  
 
Burn some dried manure and try to boil water over it. 
 
 Resources:  
 
Textbook     
 
Butruille, Susan G.  
Women’s Diaries of the Westward Journey     
 
DVD from the History Channel 
America: The Story of Us (Episode titled Westward)      
 
Lecture Notes from Faye Vowell Emporia State University class 
Westward Women/Experiences on the Oregon Trail 
 


