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Narcissa Whitman and Westward Expansion
– Reflection on Lesson

Grade Level: 5
United States History

My students were not familiar with Narcissa Whitman as she is not mentioned in the History Alive! America’s Past text.  However, they loved the idea of reading and responding to diary entries, as we journal our own highlights as a class every month.  It was an easy transfer to have them peruse some of the journal entries of Narcissa Whitman after previously reading some of the journal entries from the Lewis and Clark expedition, which they had previously studies. They also had an opportunity to view 2 PowerPoint presentations from the Cicero web site, so they had become familiar with Manifest Destiny and westward expansion. 

After analyzing the text and some of Whitman’s journal entries, the students were prepared to read the historical fiction novels and the diary entries/responses from their Language Arts classes.  As they read, they were engaged in plotting out maps, noting the journey of the westward settlers and travelers on the Oregon Trail.  They were also able to distinguish reasons for migrating as well as the varied personalities, faiths, and Native American tribes that were presented in the written and online material.

The primary sources and expository writing served as a springboard to the part of the unit they enjoyed most: creating covered wagons, writing journals and plotting maps of their own.  It was really fun for me to note their individual and collective creativity, and as they filled their wagons with needed supplies and materials, it was important that they were able to collaborate and try to be as true to the period as possible.  Plotting out the trail they wanted to travel enabled them to make decisions on which small group of immigrants they’d meet, whether it was a group of Native Americans, Mexicanos, or even Mormons.  

Sharing their completed projects was not only interesting, but fun.  I prepared a little “feast”, and made a wagon of my own for the class.  I had stew, apples, beef jerky, corn muffins, ham and of course, fresh cold water!  After our chuck wagon meal, each team was able to present their project, share their charted course, and evaluate their journaling exercises.  I include pictures below.  This was an exciting and creative way for my students to take information and use it to create something of their own.  


Thank you for this opportunity.
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 Teacher created chuck wagon – note crock pot of stew in the background!
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Some of the wagons, maps and journals created by student teams.

More of the wagons, maps and journals created by student teams.

Student pair with their wagon - in process.

Some provisions placed inside of the wagon.

The beginnings of a mapped out trail.
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To the left are several of the books that the students used to supplement their reading.
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Student project displays – group share in the classroom!
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