
by Margit E. McGuire, Ph.D. 
Professor of Teacher Education, Seattle University

About Storypath 2

Episode 1 The People Traveling West 14

Episode 2 Preparing for the Journey 19

Episode 3 Organizing for Departure 24

Episode 4 Places Along the Oregon Trail 29

Episode 5 The Thunderstorm 34

Episode 6 An Outbreak of Cholera 39

Episode 7 A Wagon Is Wrecked 44

Episode 8 An Encounter with Indians 48

Episode 9 Celebrating the Journey’s End 52

Teaching Masters 56

Assessment 

  Unit Questions for Review 63

  Synthesis Activities 64

Extending Students’ Experiences 67

Background Information 70

Objectives Overview 74

How to Conduct Reading Mini-Lessons 78

Additional Resources 79

Appendix: Sketch of the Oregon Territory 80

      

Oregon Trail
S T O R Y P A T H ®

 
Sample from: 'The Oregon Trail' |  Product code: STP650 

The entire product is available for purchase at www.socialstudies.com

 
Samples are provided for evaluation purposes. Copying of the product or its parts 

for resale is prohibited. Additional restrictions may be set by the publisher.



The Oregon Trail2

About StorypAth 

The STorypaTh STraTegy
Storypath offers both a structure for organizing the social studies curriculum and 
an instructional strategy for teaching. The structure is a familiar one: the story. 
The strategy is grounded in a belief that children learn best when they are active 
participants in their own learning, and places students’ own efforts to understand 
at the center of the educational enterprise. Together, the structure and the teach-
ing strategy ensure that students feel strongly motivated and have meaningful and 
memorable learning experiences.

Originally developed in Scotland during the 1960s, Storypath draws support from 
decades of experience with teachers and students. The approach has its roots in these 
beliefs about children and learning:

n	 The world is complex and presents many layers of information. Children know 
a good deal about how the world works and have a reservoir of knowledge that 
is often untapped in the classroom.

n	 When children build on that knowledge through activities such as questioning 
and researching, new understandings are acquired. Because children construct 
their own knowledge and understanding of their world, their learning is more 
meaningful and memorable.

n	 Problem solving is a natural and powerful human endeavor. When children are 
engaged in problem-solving, they take ownership for their learning. 

n	 The story form integrates content and skills from many disciplines and provides 
a context for children to gain a deeper, more complex understanding of major 
concepts.

aN INQUIry approaCh
Questioning, by both teacher and students, is a key component of Storypath. 
Through the story structure and the discourse it creates, the teacher guides students 
in their search for meaning and understanding as they acquire new knowledge and 
skills. Your questions, and the discussions they engender, cause students to:

n	 ask their own questions and think critically about what they know;

n	 use their prior knowledge to make sense of new information;

n	 connect personally to important social studies concepts.

The story structure and inquiry guided by unit goals provide the framework for 
students to integrate skills and complex content through problems they encounter. 
As they do so, their understanding of important concepts is extended and key con-
nections are made.
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BuilDinG ConTExT

CrEATinG ThE ChArACTErS

CrEATinG ThE SETTinG

CriTiCAl inCiDEnTS

ConCluDinG EvEnT

The STory STrUCTUre
For thousands of years, stories have helped us create order and make connections 
between events. Storypath’s narrative structure helps students understand concepts that 
they often find difficult to comprehend in the traditional social studies curriculum. 

Each Storypath unit centers on a unique and engaging story that provides a con-
crete context for understanding the social science content. This story may be based 
on actual historical events, as developed in Struggle for Independence. Or the story 
might instead be based on typical community or business structures, as developed in 
Families in Their Neighborhoods or in Understanding the Marketplace. From all of these 
structures, students develop a meaningful context for developing understanding of 
the topic.

Typical structure of a Storypath unit

Students create the setting by completing a frieze or mural of the place.

Students create characters for the story whose roles they will play  
during subsequent episodes.

Students are involved in activities such as reading, writing, and research  
to stimulate them to think more deeply about the people and the place  
they have created.

Characters confront problems typical of those faced by people of that  
time and place.

Students plan and participate in an activity that brings closure to  
the story.
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TEACHING MASTER
Struggle for Independence 65© 2005 Highsmith

PUBLIC NOTICE: TAXES FROM BRITAIN

Name  ________________________________________ Date  ___________________

Stamp Act, passed 1765

By an Act of Parliament, a tax must be paid to the customs official for any 
transactions involving the following items.

Tax

3 pence

2 pounds

4 pence

20 shillings

5 shillings

3 shillings

2 shillings and 6 pence

1 shilling

10 shillings

1 penny

2 shillings

2 pence

Double the tax listed above

Item

Legal document submitted in a court of law 

College diploma

Bill of sale

Liquor license

Will

Land purchase under 100 acres

Contract

Pack of playing cards

Pair of dice

Newspaper

Advertisement in a newspaper

Almanac or calendar

Any document listed above that is written in 
a language other than English

Townshend Acts, passed 1767

Taxes must be paid on the following items imported from Britain.

Tax

4 shillings and 8 pence

2 shillings

2 shillings

3 pence

12 shillings

Item

For every 100 pounds of glass 

For every 100 pounds of lead 

For every 100 pounds of paint

For every pound of tea

For every 500 sheets of paper

TEACHING
MASTER

T8

EPISODE 4

uSing the ComponentS 

TeaCher’S haNdbook
Each Storypath unit includes a Teacher’s Handbook, which is designed to be  
flexible and easy to use.

Episode Planning Guides
Each episode opens with an overview of the 
instructional plan and materials needed.

Teaching notes
Each Handbook contains detailed support 
for instruction.

Teaching Masters
Masters provide nonfiction content, writing models, or other 
information specific to the unit’s content. These Masters can 
be copied for students, displayed in the classroom, or made 
into transparencies, depending on your teaching needs.

Assessment
Each Handbook contains strategies for 
assessing learning throughout the unit, 
as well as unit questions for review and 
synthesis activities.

from the Struggle for Independence unit from the Struggle for Independence unit

from the Struggle for Independence unit from the Struggle for Independence unit
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STUdeNT porTfolIo
Students use the Portfolio to read, write, 
conduct research, and complete other 
activities crucial to the specific Storypath 
unit. The Portfolio helps students man-
age their work throughout the unit. And 
when completed, the Portfolio becomes 
an authentic assessment tool. 

PORTFOLIO
Struggle for Independence18 © 2005 Highsmith

PORTFOLIO

14✍

EPISODE 5

DATE

PRIMARY SOURCE: NEWSPAPER ARTICLE

October 29

The inhabitants of this town have been of 
late greatly insulted and abused by some 
of the officers and soldiers, several have 
been assaulted on frivolous pretences, and 
put under guard without any lawful war-
rant for so doing.  A physician of the town 
walking the streets the other evening, 
was jostled by an officer, when a scuffle 
ensued, he was afterwards met by the same 
officer in company with another, both as 
yet unknown, who repeated his blows, and 
as is supposed gave him a stroke with a 
pistol, which so wounded him as to endan-
ger his life.  A tradesman of this town on 
going under the rails of the Common in 
his way home, had a thrust in the breast 
with a bayonet from a soldier; another 
person passing the street was struck with a  
musket, and the last evening a merchant  
of the town was struck down by an  
officer who went into the coffee-house, 
several gentlemen following him on,  
and expostulating with the officers, were 
treated in the most ungenteel manner; but 
the most atrocious offence and alarming  
behaviour was that of a captain, the last 
evening, who in company with two other 
officers, endeavoured to persuade some 

Negro servants to ill-treat and abuse their 
masters, assuring them that the soldiers 
were come to procure their freedoms, and 
that with their help and assistance they 
should be able to drive all the Liberty 
Boys to the devil; with discourse of the like 
import, tending to excite an insurrection.  
Depositions are now taking before the 
magistrates, and prosecutions at common 
law are intended, the inhabitants being 
determined to oppose by the law such  
proceedings, apprehending it the most 
honourable as well as the most safe and 
effectual method of obtaining satisfaction 
and redress; at the same time they have 
a right to expect that General Gage will 
not remain an unconcerned spectator of 
such a conduct in any under his command. 
—Here Americans you may behold some of  
the first fruits springing up from that root  
of bitterness a standing army.  Troops are 
quartered upon us in a time of peace, on  
pretence of preserving order in a town that 
was as orderly before their arrival as any one 
large town in the whole extent of his Majesty’s 
dominions; and a little time will discover 
whether we are to be governed by the martial 
or the common law of the land.

~from The Boston Evening-Post, October 29, 1768.

The Boston Evening-Post

The article from the Boston Evening-Post is a primary source. It was written in 
1768. Historians can use this article to learn about events in Boston during this 
time period. 

Effective readers first think about the author’s purpose for writing and then 
about what they already know about the topic. Then they often read and reread 
to make sure that they understand the text. Read this article at least two times. 
Read it aloud to a partner at least one time. Look for the most important ideas. 
Then use the questions below to help you better understand the article.

1. In colonial times, newspapers sometimes tried to persuade others to think or 
act in certain ways. Do you think the writer is trying to persuade the reader? 
Give examples from the text to support your answer.

2. Do you think the writer supports the patriots or the loyalists? How do you know?

3. The writer effectively used the writing trait of word choice to help persuade  
the reader. The article contains lively verbs, specific nouns, and colorful adjectives 
(or describing words). Circle the words and phrases that you think helped the 
writer effectively convey his message. 

4. Reread the last paragraph of the article. What are the “first fruits”?

5. What is this article mostly about?

PRIMARY SOURCE READING GUIDE 

PORTFOLIO

15✍

EPISODE 5

 PORTFOLIO
Struggle for Independence 19© 2005 Highsmith

DATE

from the Struggle for 
Independence unit

from the Struggle for Independence unit

CoNTeNT SlIde SeTS & haNdoUTS
Each unit includes sets of Content Slides and Handouts 
that offer flexibility in how they are used to support student 
learning. The number of sets varies from unit to unit. The 
slides and handouts in each set provide focused non-fiction 
content and can be used for independent, paired, or small 
group reading.

Students use the slides to build context and deepen their 
understanding of the unit’s content. You can use the slides as 
most appropriate to your situation along with the handouts. 
For those with laptops, display the appropriate slides for 
student reading and discussion or reproduce the slides as 
needed for each episode for individuals, pairs or small groups. 
The handouts may also be used without the slides.

In the overview of each episode, slide sets needed are listed 
and specific suggestions are provided for how to use the slides 
as you proceed through the episode. Best practice is for the 
slide to be available to the students either on a laptop in front 
of them or in hard copy. Then the teacher can use a large 
screen to display and support discussion related to the slide.

A “reading tips” chart in PDF format (located on the CD) 
provides quick reminders of key reading strategies. Reproduce 
“reading tips” for each student or group. 

Note that the slides and handouts are conveniently available 
in a printable format on the CD.

student handout 
The Struggle for Independence 3

student handout

© 2010 Storypath

▼
▼

slide 2

slide 2

set 1

student handout

Colonial Government
In 1765, British citizens had the right to elect the people who governed them. British 

citizens living in England voted for members of Parliament, who passed laws for all 

of Great Britain. In the colonies, British citizens voted for an assembly. The assembly 

made laws, raised money through taxes, and decided how that money should be spent. 

Most colonies also had a governor who was appointed by the king of Great Britain. 

The governor’s job was to make sure the colonies followed British laws. The governor 

could veto, or strike down, an assembly’s law if it went against a British law. 

In order to vote for the assembly, a colonist had to be a white male Christian who 

owned property. Because it was relatively easy to own land in the colonies, voting was 

more widespread than it was under other governments. However, Jews, slaves, free 

African Americans, Native Americans, and all women were barred from voting.

The British colonies were divided into 
three regions. 
1.  New England: Massachusetts, Rhode

Island, Connecticut, and New Hampshire

2.  Middle Colonies: New York, New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, and Delaware 

3.  Southern Colonies: Maryland, Virginia, 
the Carolinas, and Georgia 

British Colonies 
in North America, 1765

Map by Chris Costello
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LiterACy And StorypAth

With the Storypath strategy, students deepen their understanding of major social studies 
concepts. Storypath provides literacy support to help students access and make sense of 
the social studies content. Students apply literacy skills such as reading comprehension, 
prewriting and writing skills, speaking and listening skills, and vocabulary development. 

Struggle for Independence

Reading Tips

Reading 
Strategy

When do I use the 
strategy?

How do I use it?

Main idea/ 
supporting 
details

Use it to find the big 
idea, and then identify 
the facts and details 
that support it.

1. Think about what you want to know and what you  
   already know.
2. Read the text and think: What is the “big idea” here?
3. Look for information that is important to the big idea.  
    Some facts are interesting but not important.
4. The details you find may cause you to change your big idea.

Comparing and 
contrasting

Use it to find 
information that  
tells you how two or 
more ideas are alike 
and different.

1. Think about what you want to know.
2. Choose two events or ideas to compare and contrast.
3. List important information about one event or idea.
4. For each item on the list, look for information about how the  
    other idea is the same or different.
5. Look for clue words such as “similarly,” “also,” and “however.” 

Making 
inferences

Use it to understand 
information not stated 
directly in the text,  
or to “read between 
the lines.”

1. Think about what you want to know and what you  
   already know.
2. Look for clues in the text that give you new information.
3. Compare this new information with what you already know  
     to figure out what the author is saying.

Connecting Use it to understand 
new information by 
connecting it with 
what you already 
know.

1. Think about what new information you want to remember. 
2. Think about what you already know.
3. Look for connections between the new information and what  
     you already know from experience or reading.
4. These connections will help you remember the new information.

Scanning Use it to quickly 
find the specific 
information you need.

1. Think about what information you need to find.
2. Move your eyes over the page looking for subheadings,  
     italicized or bold print words, and key ideas.  
3. When you find what you’re looking for, slow down and read  
   carefully.

Understanding 
visuals

Use it to find 
information presented 
in visual form, such 
as maps, graphs, 
photographs, 
diagrams, and 
timelines. 

1. Think about what you want to know and what you  
   already know. 
2. Look for information that explains the visual. For example,  
     look at labels, captions, arrows, or map keys. 
3. Search for the specific information you want.
4. Put the information into words to help you understand  
     the visual.

 

reading
Content Slide Sets and Handouts present opportunities for 
students to engage in focused content reading. Students can 
use the slides and handouts to engage in shared reading or 
listen as a teacher or another student reads.

Comprehension
Questions in each Content Slide Set help 
students focus on important content. Questions 
are labeled with suggested reading strategies.

reading Tips
For easy reference, Reading Tips for using the 
reading strategies are included on the CD.

visual literacy
Each unit offers numerous opportunities to evaluate and respond 
to visuals such as photographs, maps, diagrams, and illustrations.

student handout 
The Struggle for Independence 3

student handout

© 2010 Storypath

▼
▼

slide 2

slide 2

set 1

student handout

Colonial Government
In 1765, British citizens had the right to elect the people who governed them. British 

citizens living in England voted for members of Parliament, who passed laws for all 

of Great Britain. In the colonies, British citizens voted for an assembly. The assembly 

made laws, raised money through taxes, and decided how that money should be spent. 

Most colonies also had a governor who was appointed by the king of Great Britain. 

The governor’s job was to make sure the colonies followed British laws. The governor 

could veto, or strike down, an assembly’s law if it went against a British law. 

In order to vote for the assembly, a colonist had to be a white male Christian who 

owned property. Because it was relatively easy to own land in the colonies, voting was 

more widespread than it was under other governments. However, Jews, slaves, free 

African Americans, Native Americans, and all women were barred from voting.

The British colonies were divided into 
three regions. 
1.  New England: Massachusetts, Rhode

Island, Connecticut, and New Hampshire

2.  Middle Colonies: New York, New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, and Delaware 

3.  Southern Colonies: Maryland, Virginia, 
the Carolinas, and Georgia 

British Colonies 
in North America, 1765

Map by Chris Costello

from the Struggle for Independence unit
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reading Mini-lessons
Use the Reading Mini-Lesson Framework on 
p. 78 of the Teacher’s Handbook to conduct 
reading mini-lessons.

Writing
Throughout each unit, students complete 
writing activities to prompt thinking as well 
as to demonstrate what they have learned. 

Speaking and listening
Students refine these skills by presenting 
ideas to the class and resolving issues 
through discussion and collaboration.

vocabulary Development
In each unit, students are exposed to specialized 
vocabulary for speaking and writing. Students 
create word banks in their Portfolio by recording 
content words.

PORTFOLIO
Struggle for Independence12 © 2005 Highsmith

Daily Life in Colonial Boston

In your report, you will explain important aspects of your character’s daily life. 
Use the space below to organize your ideas from your prewriting. Keep in mind 
the criteria on the self-assessment rubric shown on Portfolio page 13. 

Title:

Introduction: 

Supporting Examples and Details

Conclusion:

WRITING: A REPORT

PORTFOLIO

8 ✍

EPISODE 3

DATE

PORTFOLIO
Struggle for Independence14 © 2005 Highsmith

Daily Life in Colonial Boston

You will present your report to the class. Use the guidelines below to prepare for 
your presentation.  

The title of my report: 

Three important facts to share about my topic

Props or costumes I can use

Ways to make my presentation interesting

Special information or details to include

Practice your presentation in your family groups. Ask a member of your group to 
check off the boxes below that you included in your practice presentation. Use 
feedback from your family group to make improvements to your presentation.

❏ I presented the information in the role of my character.

❏ I included three important facts.

❏ I kept the presentation short and to the point.

❏ I spoke clearly and confidently.

❏ I used dramatic expression to communicate the role of my character.

PRESENTING A REPORT

PORTFOLIO

10✍

EPISODE 3

DATE

PORTFOLIO
Struggle for Independence28 © 2005 Highsmith

Keep track of the words you learn or words that interest you. Words in your word 
bank may come from class discussion, research, or any other source during the 
unit. Next to each word, write a definition of the new word or words that describe 
the new word. You might even draw a sketch of the word to help you remember 
its meaning.

WORD BANK

PORTFOLIO

24✍
DATE

from the Struggle for Independence unit from the Struggle for Independence unit

from the Struggle for Independence unit from the Struggle for Independence unit
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CREATIng THE CHARACTERS 
the people traveling west

 introducing wEstward movEmEnt page 15

 crEating thE familiEs page 16

 concluding EpisodE 1 page 17

EpisodE
objEctivEs 

n	 Culture/Social Interaction  Determine how the traits of a character will help that character survive 
 the environment on the Oregon Trail.

n	 Culture/Social Interaction  Demonstrate how people are influenced by their setting and family 
 circumstances by creating characters that are appropriate to a time and place.

n	 History  Identify how the circumstances of the 1840s could have motivated people to move west.

n	 Social Skills  Organize, plan, and make decisions while determining the characteristics of family members.

n	 Critical Thinking  Organize ideas from group work and apply those ideas to create a believable character.

n	 Literacy  Present characters to the class; listen actively and take notes during oral presentations.

*TH = Teacher’s Handbook

Students discuss reasons behind westward movement in America in the 1840s.

Materials Content Slide Sets 1 and 2

Grouping Whole class

Schedule Approximately 1 hour

Students create the families who will travel along the Oregon Trail.

Materials Teaching Master 1, Wagon Train Application, TH* p. 56 
 Portfolio 1, Creating Family History, p. 4
 Portfolio 2, Making a Character, p. 5
 For the characters:

n  various colors of construction and tissue paper
n thick black markers, crayons, colored chalk, glue or paste, scissors
n yarn, fabric and wallpaper scraps, wool fiber, doilies, ribbon, lace
n buttons, cotton balls

Grouping Divide the class into groups of 3–6 members each. These groups will  
 form the families traveling west on the Oregon Trail.

Schedule 2–3 hours

Students introduce their characters, meet the other members of the wagon train,  
and reflect on their experiences.

Materials Portfolio 3, Character Introductions, p. 6 
 Portfolio 4, Active Listening Guide, p. 7 
 Pocket folders or sturdy paper to make folders (one per student)

Grouping Whole class participates in the introductions over several days. 

Schedule Approximately 11/2 hours

3

EpisodE 1
The Oregon Trail14
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EpisodE 1
The Oregon Trail 15

introducing westward MoveMent
launch the unit
Explain to students that they will be creating a story about westward 
movement to the Oregon Country in America in the 1840s. Review 
the elements of a story: setting (where and when the story takes place), 
characters (the people in the story), and plot (the critical incidents in the 
story). In this episode, students will create families and decide why the 
families have decided to move to the Oregon Country. 

ELL
 
Activate prior knowledge about traveling west

Students can discuss conditions of the mid-1800s to help them understand 
the motivations of the emigrants and their characters. If you find students 
don’t have specific knowledge about events from this time period, refer 
them to Content Slide Sets 1 and 2. Direct students’ attention to the map 
and timeline in Content Slide Set 1, as well as the newspaper excerpt that 
appears in Content Slide Set 2, “Why did people want to move west?” 
Guide them in reading the article and other information in these slides. 
After students have read the Content Slide Sets, use questions like the 
following to help students develop an understanding of this time period.

?   Why might people sell their businesses and farms to travel to the 
Oregon Country? (Lead students to consider financial reasons, such as 
cheap land, bank failures at home, and abundant resources in the West, and 
personal reasons, such as a spirit of adventure and a clean start.)

?   What might be dangerous and difficult about traveling west on a 
wagon train? (Students might suggest such problems as bad weather, moun-
tains and rivers that are difficult to cross, illness, finding food, becoming lost, 
and encounters with American Indians.)

?   What types of jobs did people have in the 1840s? (Guide the discussion 
so that students understand the terms for unfamiliar occupations such as 
“wheelwright” [builds and repairs wheels], “cooper” [makes wooden barrels 
and tubs], “blacksmith” [makes iron tools and horseshoes], and “peddler” 
[travels to sell things]. Students may also include familiar occupations, such 
as farmer, teacher, doctor, and banker.)

?   In what ways would families of the 1840s be different from families of 
today? Why? (Students might suggest that families in the 1840s were less 
mobile, more focused on home and family life, harder working because of the 
lack of technology, and more focused on crafts and handworking skills.)

Continue to discuss what life was like in the 1840s, encouraging students 
to draw comparisons between “then” and “now.”

EpisodE 1
The Oregon Trail 15

 

Historical Accuracy
Before Oregon became a 
U.S. territory in 1848, it 
was known as “Oregon 
Country.” Oregon became  
a state in 1859.

AuThor noTE

Emigrant Mindset
Typically the emigrants 
in the 1800s had pre-
conceived fears and little 
actual knowledge about 
the American Indians they 
would meet. Emigrants 
generally viewed the 
Indians as obstacles to 
overcome, rather than 
members of a rich culture.

AuThor noTE

Vocabulary
As students discuss life in 
the 1840s and people’s 
desire to move west, 
introduce and discuss 
vocabulary related to that 
time period:

• blacksmith 

• cooper

• emigrants

• peddler

• pioneer

• wheelwright

liTErACY

ContEnt  
sLidE sEts

1
2

In whole class 
discussions such 

as this one, allow ELL  
students to

•  contribute words,  
phrases, or simple  
sentences; 

•  use visuals to make 
concepts more  
concrete;

•  share their prior  
knowledge related to 
the topic;

•  draw or write their 
ideas.

CuSToMizE

ELL
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SeT 1

Slide 1

In 1800, the United States was only 24 years old and 
occupied less than one-third of the land it does today. 
But it was getting bigger quickly. Its population grew 
and there was increased immigration to America. 

Why did America grow?
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SeT 1

Slide 2

1776 
In the Beginning

The United States is 
formed as a nation 
of 13 colonies along 
the East Coast, with 
a population of 
about 4 million. 

1804–1806 
Lewis and Clark Expedition

Meriwether Lewis and 
William Clark explore the 
Louisiana Territory. They 
travel beyond the Rockies 
into the Oregon Country 
and return with stories 
of a beautiful region 
filled with fertile land and 
abundant game.

May 2,1803   
Louisiana Purchase

President Thomas 
Jefferson pays France 
$15 million for the land 
between the Mississippi 
River and the Rocky 
Mountains, known as 
the Louisiana Territory. 
This new land almost 
doubles the size of 
the United States and 
people begin to think 
about moving west.

dateline continued
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