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Life Along the Trail
Grade Four

OBJECTIVE
Students will explore the significance of the Louisiana Purchase and the journey of
Lewis and Clark’s Corps of Discovery.  They will read to understand a new topic and
will write to inform readers of the historic events that they explored.

CLASS TIME
Five 45- to 60- minute sessions

NATIONAL STANDARDS
This lesson reflects some of the national standards of learning as defined by the Na-
tional Council for the Social Studies (NCSS), the National Council for Teachers of
English (NCTE), and the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE).
These standards are listed below:
• Social Studies:  Time, Continuity, and Change
• Social Studies:  People, Places, and Environment
• Language Arts:  Students read a wide range of print and non-print texts to build an

understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and
the world; to acquire new information; to respond to the needs and demands of
society and the workplace; and for personal fulfillment.  Among these texts are
fiction and nonfiction, classic and contemporary works.

• Language Arts:  Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret,
evaluate, and appreciate texts.  They draw on their prior experience, their interac-
tions with other readers and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other
texts, their word identification strategies, and their understanding of textual features
(e.g., sound-letter correspondence, sentence structure, context, graphics).

• Language Arts:  Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language
(e.g., conventions, style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of
audiences and for different purposes.

• Language Arts:  Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use
different writing process elements appropriately to communicate with different
audiences for a variety of purposes.

• Technology:  Technology communications tools

MATERIALS
• 1 overhead projector
• 1 overhead transparency of the pre-2004 Monticello nickel obverse from the Re-

source Guide
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• 1 overhead transparency of the pre-2004 Monticello nickel reverse from the Re-
source Guide

• Peace Medal nickels (1 per student)
• 1 overhead transparency of the Jefferson Peace Medal reverse from the Resource

Guide
• Chart paper
• Markers
• Copies of “The Five Ws” chart
• Copies of a variety of age-appropriate texts that provide basic historical information

about the Lewis and Clark expedition, such as:
– The Travels of Lewis and Clark by Lara Bergen
– Lewis & Clark: Explorers of the Louisiana Purchase by Richard Korzar
– How We Crossed the West by Rosalyn Schanzer
– A Picture book of Lewis and Clark by David Adler
– Going Along with Lewis and Clark by Barbara Fifer

• 1 overhead transparency of “The Five Ws” chart
• Appropriate adhesive materials
• Rulers
• Black pens
• Colored pencils

PREPARATIONS
• Make an overhead transparency of the pre-2004 Monticello Nickel obverse from the

Resource Guide.
• Make an overhead transparency of the pre-2004 Monticello Nickel reverse from the

Resource Guide.
• Gather some Peace Medal nickels (1 per student).
• Make an overhead transparency of the Jefferson Peace Medal reverse from the

Resource Guide.
• Make copies of “The Five Ws” chart (1 per student).
• Gather several copies of each text selected for small groups to read.
• Make an overhead transparency of “The Five Ws” chart.
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GROUPINGS
• Whole group • Small groups • Individual

TERMS AND CONCEPTS
• Obverse (heads) • Reverse (tails) • President Thomas Jefferson
• Peace Medal • Lewis and Clark • Expedition
• Louisiana Purchase • Sacagawea • The five Ws • Nickel

BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE
Students will need a basic understanding of:
• U.S. geography
• The five Ws (who, what, where, when, and why)
• Using the five Ws to write a newspaper article
• Independent research

STEPS
Session 1
1. Display the transparency of the pre-2004 Monticello  nickel obverse.  Ask the

students to examine it and tell you what they know about this picture.  The students
should be able to identify this as the obverse (front) of a nickel and that it depicts
President Thomas Jefferson.

2. Ask the students if they know what is on the reverse (back) of the nickel.  After
hearing responses, display the transparency of the pre-2004 Monticello nickel
reverse.  If students do not know, explain that the building was President Jefferson’s
home, called “Monticello.”

3. Explain that our country changed its nickels in 2004 to tell the story of two men,
named Lewis and Clark, who led an expedition that explored our country’s land 200
years ago.

4. Distribute a Peace Medal nickel  to each student and allow them time to thoroughly
examine each side.

5. Ask students to describe the image on the coin’s obverse.  Students should realize
that this is the same image as on the pre-2004 Monticello nickel obverse.

6. Ask students to turn the nickel over and describe the images on the reverse.  Ask
students to make predictions about the coin’s design.  Who are the individuals
shaking hands and why might they be shaking hands?
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7. With the class, create a K-W-L chart to examine what students know and want to
know about Lewis and Clark’s exploration of the west.  Leave the learn column
empty for now.

8. Display the transparency of the Jefferson Peace Medal reverse and introduce this
medal to the students as something carried by the Lewis and Clark expedition.  Ask
students to examine and identify the images that appear on the medal.  Have they
seen the symbols on these medals before?  Have students add this new information
and any questions it has raised to the appropriate columns of the K-W-L chart.

9. Collect the Peace Medal nickels.
10.Explain that the class will be conducting a “jigsaw” activity where they will be

learning about the Lewis and Clark Expedition.  Split students evenly into small
reading groups.

11.Assign each group at least two different questions from the W column of the K-W-L
chart.  (They will try to answer the questions using information from the books that
they will read.  If students find answers to other questions in the W column, they
should note these as well.)

12.Distribute a “Five Ws” chart to each student.  Explain that they will need to write
down key facts as they read their books:
– Who the key individuals were (their names).
– What they did in terms of the journey.
– Where they did something important for the expedition.
– When this event occurred.
– Why it was important to the success of the expedition.

13.Distribute a different book about Lewis and Clark’s expedition to each reading
group and direct the students to take turns reading their book aloud.  After reading
their book, the students in each group will discuss answers to their assigned ques-
tions and the entries that they added to their “Five Ws” chart.

Session 2
1. Depending on the students’ progress during the previous session, allow them more

time to finish their reading and discussions.
2. Place each student in a second group that contains one member from each of the

previous reading groups.
3. In these new reading groups, direct the students to take turns sharing the events that

they read about and the information that they collected while reading.  The students
should add any applicable new information to their personal “Five Ws” chart.
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4. Regroup and discuss as a class the information needed for the “Five Ws” chart.
Display the transparency of the “Five Ws” chart and add student suggestions in
order to assure that students have listed accurate information.  Have the students add
any new information presented to their personal charts and ask follow-up questions
to check for understanding.

5. Finally, as a class, complete the L column of the K-W-L chart.
6. Explain that you will be using the collected information in the next session to write

newspaper articles about different events that took place during Lewis and Clark’s
journey.

Sessions 3 to 5
1. Direct the student to take out their “Five Ws” charts from the previous day and

reassemble in their first groups.
2. Explain that the groups will be creating the front page of a newspaper that covers the

events that took place during the Lewis and Clark expedition.  Direct one student
from each group to concentrate on the purpose of the Jefferson Peace Medals that
Lewis and Clark brought on their journey.

3. Explain that each student will select an event that he or she found interesting and
knows a lot about.  Within each group, each student will pick a different event.

4. Explain that each student will write a news article about the event he or she selected.
Direct the students to use their “Five Ws” charts, the K-W-L chart, and any other
classroom resources available to help them write the first draft of their articles.

5. Allow the students an appropriate amount of time to write and revise their drafts.  If
possible, allow students to use a word processor and to print their articles.

6. Distribute a piece of chart paper, some appropriate adhesive materials, rulers, a
black pen, and colored pencils to each group.  Direct the students to design the front
page of a newspaper that incorporates their articles and images to support the infor-
mation.

7. Once all the groups have completed their newspapers, invite them to present their
work to the class, one group at a time.  Each group should state what topics they
wrote about and how they selected those articles.

ASSESSMENT
• Take anecdotal notes about the students’ participation during the class and group

discussions and their ability to work cooperatively in groups.
• Assess the students’ comprehension and writing skills through their news articles.
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ENRICHMENT/EXTENSIONS
• Students should draw new coin designs that relate to the events that they wrote

about.
• Direct students to write an op/ed article in reaction to the story of Lewis and Clark’s

travels.  Suggest a variety of different perspectives for the students to consider.

DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING OPTIONS
• Allow students to dictate their news articles to a classroom aide or student partner.
• Allow struggling readers to listen to a tape recording of one of the books as they

read along silently, and complete the “Five Ws” chart independently or in pairs.
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