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This lesson describes a geohistorical unit in which the students demonstrate their under-
standing of significant events in American history. The purpose of the lesson is for students 
to understand that the rapid population growth of the United States was made possible by 
the removal of Native Americans. In the first part of the lesson, students use the Natchez 
Trace ArcGIS Online map to learn about the federal treaties with Native American tribes.

The lesson applies project-based learning activities to the learning of historical con-
cepts within the larger curriculum, in addition to the C3 Framework for State Social Stud-
ies Standards (2013), the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (2011), and the Mississippi 
Social Studies Framework (2011). The lesson used ArcGIS Online mapping technology 
to promote inquiry and engagement as students examined the Native American journey 
to the west on what is now known as the Trail of Tears.

Overview

Conflicts between Native Americans and White settlers increased as settlers began mov-
ing west. Land speculators, settlers, and squatters wanted all Native Americans to relocate 
west across the Mississippi River so that more land would be made available for the White 
settlers. To make this possible, the federal government negotiated a series of treaties, 
which required the Choctaw and the Chickasaw to leave their homelands in Mississippi 
for land in the Indian Territory in what is now presently eastern Oklahoma.

After the Indian Removal Act was passed in 1830, the federal government forcibly re-
located the Choctaw and the Chickasaw under very cruel conditions. The forced removal, 
trip, and path became known as the Trail of Tears. In these geohistorical inquiry lessons, 

https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19338341.2018.1491876&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-00-00
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students study the effects of the Indian Removal Act on the Mississippi Native American 
societies. Students will also use mapping technologies to examine the Native American 
journey to the West on what is now known as the Trail of Tears.

These lessons use ArcGIS Online mapping technology and the National Council of 
Geographic Education lesson plan template which was informed by the instructional ma-
terial and professional development committee report. Each lesson can be taught sepa-
rately or together as a full unit of study. Some special features of the teaching strategies 
used in lessons include the following:

• Promotes using the Natchez Trace Parkway maps.
• Promotes using ArcGIS Online.
• Offers before, during, and after strategies to promote student engagement and under-

standing, including specific dialogue for instructors to use.
• Uses a short video clip to get the attention of the students.
• Uses a project-based learning activity to allow teachers to learn more about what their 

students understand and know.

Grade Level and Subject Areas: Grades 8–10, American History, Geography

Duration: 45 minutes

Standards and Objectives

National Geography Standards
1.  How to use maps and other geographic representations, geospatial technologies, and 

spatial thinking to understand and communicate information
• Using geospatial data to construct geographic representations

3.  How to analyze the spatial organization of people, places, and environment on Earth’s 
surface
• Models are used to represent spatial processes that shape human and physical systems

5.  That people create regions to interpret Earth’s complexity
• The boundaries and characteristics of regions change

17.  How to apply geography to interpret the past
• Change occurs in the geographic characteristics and spatial organization of places, 

regions, and environment

Common Core State Standards

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.3. Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; 
determine whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded them

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.9-10.9. Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to 
support analysis, reflection, and research

Social Studies C3 Framework

D2.His.2.9-12. Analyze change and continuity in historical eras

D2.Geo.2.6-8. Use maps, satellite images, photographs, and other representations to ex-
plain relationships between the location of places and the regions, and changes in their 
environment and characteristics

D4.2.9-12. Construct explanations using sound reasoning, correct sequence (linear or 
nonlinear), examples, and details with significant and pertinent information and data, 
while acknowledging the strengths and weaknesses of the explanation given its purpose

“...use mapping 
technologies to 
examine the Native 
American journey 
to the West on what 
is now known as the 
Trail of Tears.”
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The lesson also aligns with eighth-grade Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills for history, 
5E and 3A (TEKS, 2011-2012), as well as Mississippi Social Studies Framework 1B.

Objectives

• Construct a timeline to identify and describe the treaties that ceded the Mississippi 
territories to the federal government between 1801 and 1832.

• Describe the process by which the Mississippi territory was admitted to the United 
States.

• Compare push and pull factors that influenced the migration of people into Mississippi.
• Discuss the causes and effects of the Trail of Tears.
• Create layers to answer geographic questions using ArcGIS Online map.

Preparation and Materials

1.  Video clip from “Trail of Tears” available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HIu 
CzdcHFLg

2.  ArcGIS Online general introduction available at http://esriurl.com/usk12gis
3.  Guide students to set up a free ArcGIS account at https://www.arcgis.com/home/
4.  Teacher/student tutorials from Kerski (2014) available at http://bit.ly/StoryMap 

Tutorials
5.  Paper, writing implement
6.  Classroom projector
7.  Computers with Internet access
8.  Textbook for this lesson, A Place Called Mississippi by Clairmont Press
9.  Black and white outline map of the State of Mississippi

Vocabulary

• Assimilation: Process by which a person or a group’s language and/or culture come to 
resemble those of another group.

• Indian Removal: Official policy that authorized the removal of Native Americans to 
Indian Territory in present-day eastern Oklahoma.

• Trail of Tears: The long and dangerous journey from ancestral lands to the Indian 
Territory.

• Land cessions: Giving up land to another party.

Lesson 1

Geographic/Essential Questions

1.  What is the Indian Removal Act?
2.  Where are the lands targeted by the Indian Removal Act?
3.  Who were the key figures involved in the Trail of Tears?

Daily Objectives

The students will:

1.  Define the Indian Removal Act.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HIuCzdcHFLg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HIuCzdcHFLg
http://esriurl.com/usk12gis
https://www.arcgis.com/home/
http://bit.ly/StoryMapTutorials
http://bit.ly/StoryMapTutorials
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2.  Identify and describe the treaties that ceded the Mississippi territories to the federal 
government (DOK 1 and 2).

3.  Describe the relative location of the areas affected by the treaties (DOK 1).
4.  Describe the process by which the Mississippi territory was admitted to the United 

States (DOK 1).
5.  Identify key figures surrounding the Trail of Tears (DOK 1).

Before: Brainstorming

• “In today’s lesson we’re going to learn about the Indian Removal Act and the Trail 
of Tears. We are going to begin by watching a short video clip on the Trail of Tears, 
keeping the questions below in mind.” (Write questions on the board or project on a 
screen.) Show students the video clip on the Trail of Tears from http://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=HIuCzdcHFLg. Have them watch the video and answer the following 
questions in their notebooks:

 ○ What year was the Indian Removal Act passed? (May 28, 1830)
 ○ Which president was responsible for passing the act? (Andrew Jackson)
 ○ Why was the Indian Removal Act passed? (The Indian Removal Act was passed to 
remove Native American tribes in the Southern United States to federal territory 
west of the Mississippi River and to clear the land for White settlement.)

• Discuss additional information relating to the content of the lesson.

During: Inquiry Learning

• Divide students into groups of four and distribute the blank copies of Mississippi out-
line maps. Have them read about the acquisition of Native American land from their 
textbook.

• Go to http://bit.ly/NATRSample.
• “The map on the screen shows the part of Mississippi affected by the treaties.” Click on 

the different areas affected by the treaties and ask the students to draw the boundaries 
of the areas affected by the treaties on their paper maps.

• Ask students: “Can you name the treaties that ceded land in the State of Mississippi?” 
(Tell students to label the areas on their outline maps.) Click on any part of the high-
lighted section and ask the students to answer the following questions in their note-
books (write questions on the board or project on a screen).

 ○ What are the names of some of the areas affected by the cessations? (Fort Adams: 
west Mississippi, Mount Dexter: east Mississippi, Doak’s Stand: west central Missis-
sippi (the Natchez Trace), Dancing Rabbit: central Mississippi, and Pontotoc Creek: 
north Mississippi)

 ○ Which cession appears to be the largest in area? (The Treaty of Doak’s Stand)
 ○ What do you notice about the location of the boundaries? Which counties today are 
located in these areas? (Answers will vary)

After: Classroom Questioning and Discussion

• Conduct an informal assessment by asking students to reflect on what they have learned. 
Ask students to answer the following questions:

 ○ What groups of people in Mississippi were involved in the Trail of Tears? (Federal 
Government, White farmers, the Choctaw, the Chickasaw, and the large Southern 
tribes, including the Creek, the Cherokee, and the Seminole)

 ○ Why did the government want the Native Americans moved from their land? (The 
White farmers on settling in Mississippi realized that the Choctaw and the Chicka-

http://bit.ly/NATRSample
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saw occupied most of the fertile soil they had come to farm. The White farmers and 
politicians claimed that the Native Americans did not use the land as the Creator 
intended. This claim became the origin of the state and federal policies known as the 
Indian Removal.)

 ○ Name the five treaties by which the Choctaw and the Chickasaw ceded their Missis-
sippi land to the federal government. (Treaty of Fort Adams, Treaty of Mount Dexter, 
Treaty of Doak’s Stand, Treaty of Dancing Rabbit, and Treaty of Pontotoc Creek)

 ○ Was the Indian Removal Act a reasonable policy? Explain your answer.
• Close the lesson by calling on students to share their answers with the class.

Lesson 2

Materials

1.  Paper, writing implement, classroom projector
2.  Computers with Internet access
3.  Textbook for this lesson, A Place Called Mississippi by Clairmont Press

Geographic/Essential Questions

1.  How was Mississippi territory admitted into the United States?
2.  What push and pull factors influenced the migration of the Native Americans?
3.  What events led to the Trail of Tears?

Lesson Objectives

Students will:

1.  Describe the process by which the Mississippi territory was admitted to the United 
States (DOK 2).

2.  Compare push and pull factors that influence the migration of people (DOK 2).
3.  Explain the events that led to the Trail of Tears (DOK 3).

Before: Content Discussion

• Activate students’ prior knowledge. “Yesterday we talked about the Indian Removal 
Act.” Ask students, “What do you know about the Indian Removal Act? Today we are 
going to learn about how Mississippi became part of the United States and what hap-
pened to the Mississippi Native Americans after the act was passed.”

During: Explicit Instruction

• “The Trail of Tears is a name given to the path taken by Native Americans as a result 
of their forced removal from southeastern parts of the United States after the Indian 
Removal Act of 1830. The trek of the Native Americans to the Indian Territory in 
Oklahoma was known as the Trail of Tears because of the number of people who died 
along the way.”

• Invite students to look at the Natchez Trace Parkway map on http://bit.ly/NATRPoints.
• “In 1798, when Spain gave up its hold on the Natchez district, the United States es-

tablished the Mississippi territory. The Treaty of Fort Adams in 1801 was the first in a 
series of treaties in which the Choctaws gave up their land. The United States received 
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almost 3 million acres of land and the right to build a road (the Natchez Trace) through 
Choctaw territory.”

• After discussing the events that led to the removal of the Native Americans, call on 
students to read the textbook section on Indian Removal and the Trail of Tears keeping 
in mind the push and pull factors that influenced their migration.

• Define push and pull and pull factors. “People migrate due to push and full factors. Push 
is usually as a result of a problem which results in people wanting to leave. A pull factor 
is what attracts people to a particular place.”

• “The Trail of Tears was largely caused by several push factors.” Ask this question: Can 
you identify some of the push and pull factors from the information you have read?

• Draw a table on the board with the following headings: push factors, pull factors. Ask 
students to draw the table in their notebooks. “This table will make it easier to identify 
the push and pull factors in the Native American removal.” Using the information 
from the textbook, students should make a list of the push and pull factors.

• Ask these questions: Which factors were mainly involved in the Trail of Tears, push or 
pull factors? Provide an explanation for your answer.

• Invite students to share their response with the class.

After: Twitter Summary

• “Knowing what we know about the establishment of the Mississippi territory and the 
Trail of Tears, take a few minutes to talk with your group about what you learned from 
today’s lesson.” Have groups share their answer with the class.

• “Now that you have learned about the Trail of Tears, send a ‘tweet’ of 140 characters 
or fewer that summarizes what you learned. You are allowed to use text language and 
spellings.”

• As they leave the room, students turn in their “tweet.” This can be used as an informal 
assessment at the end of the lesson.

Lesson 3

Materials

1.  Paper, writing implement
2.  Classroom projector
3.  Computers with Internet access
4.  Character quote from http://mike-boucher.com/wordpress/?page_id=221
5.  Refer students or print out copies of “Surviving the Trail of Tears” from http://www.

univie.ac.at/Anglistik/webprojects/LiveMiss/TrailofTears/trailparent.htm

Geographic/Essential Questions

1.  How were Native Americans treated on the Trail of Tears?
2.  How did the Trail of Tears impact Native Americans?
3.  What role did geography play in the removal of Native Americans?

Lesson Objectives

Students will:

1.  Describe the experiences of the Native Americans on the Trail of Tears.
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2.  Analyze the impact of the Trail of Tears on Native Americans.
3.  Explain the role of geography in the Trail of Tears.

Before Reading: Character Quotes

• Activate students’ prior knowledge. “Yesterday we talked about how Mississippi became 
part of the United States and what happened to the Mississippi Native Americans after 
the act was passed. Today we are going to do some reading and have more discussions 
about the Trail of Tears and the experiences of the Native Americans on the Trail. We 
are going to start our lesson by reading a text from Green (1995), entitled “Choctaw 
removal was really a ‘Trail of Tears.’”

• Invite students to read silently to themselves or listen and follow along as you read the 
suggested quote to predict what they are going to learn in the lesson. “Clues can be 
used to predict what is going to happen in a story. I am not looking for right or wrong 
answers, but for clues to tell you what might happen to the Native Americans.”

Suggested quote: “The Choctaws were allowed the first two weeks of October to gather 
their crops, assemble their personal property and sell their houses and chattels, so that 
they could be at the two ferry points on Nov. 1, 1831. Because of the urging of the state 
of Mississippi, the Choctaws were ordered to leave all of their livestock in Mississippi and 
promised that they would be furnished new livestock when they reached the “Choctaw 
Nation in the West.”

• Call on students then read a portion of the text, stopping at critical points to discuss 
whether their predictions were or were not confirmed by the text.

• You may want to record students’ predictions on board, and students should be able to 
justify how text aspects support their predictions.

During: Content Discussion

• Explain to the students that eventually, the Native Americans were forced to give up 
their lands and moved to an area in present-day Oklahoma. “Apart from the Mississippi 
Native Americans, other Native American groups in the Southeast were also forced to 
relocate.”

• Hand out and instruct students to read the section on “Surviving the Trail of Tears” 
from http://www.univie.ac.at/Anglistik/webprojects/LiveMiss/TrailofTears/trailparent.
htm.

• “The Cherokee Indians were one of the largest of the five Native American tribes in the 
Southeast. ‘Surviving the Trail of Tears’ describes the journey of the Cherokees through 
the Trail of Tears.”

• Inform students that as they read the passage and study the map, they should keep the 
essential questions in mind (write or project on the board). “I need you to look for 
details that describe the effects of geography on the Trail of Tears. Look for details that 
reveal the experiences of the Cherokees during the journey to the Indian Territory in 
present-day Oklahoma.”

• Invite students to share their answers.

After: Classroom Questioning

• To close the lesson, ask students to write three questions they have from the story they 
just read. Remind them to use the five Ws: Who? What? When? Where? Why?

• Have students find the answers to their questions and share their answers with the class.
• Ask whether students have any remaining questions about the Trail of Tears.

http://www.univie.ac.at/Anglistik/webprojects/LiveMiss/TrailofTears/trailparent.htm
http://www.univie.ac.at/Anglistik/webprojects/LiveMiss/TrailofTears/trailparent.htm
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Lesson 4

Materials

1.  Paper, writing implement
2.  Classroom projector
3.  Computers with Internet access

Vocabulary

• Landscape: A part of the earth’s surface made up of different geographic features found 
in an area. The two types of landscapes are:
 ○ Natural: Landscapes unaffected by different human activities such as mountains and 
deserts in wilderness areas.

 ○ Human: Landscapes created and modified by people including cities and farms.
• Forced Migration: Forced movement of people from a region or their ancestral home.

Geographic/Essential Questions

1.  Where is the Natchez Trace Parkway?
2.  Which states did the Trail of Tears pass through?
3.  Where did the water and land route pass through?
4.  What is forced migration?
5.  Are there other examples of forced migration?

Lesson Objectives

Students will:

1.  Explore the Natchez Trace Parkway landscape using the Natchez Trace story map.
2.  Search and create a layer in ArcGIS of the National Historic Trail of Tears map (DOK 2).

Before Reading: Analyzing Causes and Effects

• Activate students’ prior knowledge by using the following questions as an opening ac-
tivity (questions can be written or projected on the board).
1.  What were the causes and effects of the Indian Removal Act?
2.  What are some possible long-term effects of the act on Native American peoples?

• Go over the answers and vocabulary words with the students.
• “We have been learning about the Native American removal and the Trail of Tears. 

Today we are going to use a map to learn about a major historical landmark and how to 
read and create layers using ArcGIS Online.”

During: Collaborative Learning—Creating Map Layers in 
ArcGIS Online

• Divide the class into groups of four or five students each. If you do not have enough 
classroom computers, the lesson should be done in a computer lab.

• Ask students: “What is GIS? How can a map help us understand how features of the 
earth’s surface are related? Do you know what GIS story maps are?”

• You expect that students mention examples like GPS or Google Earth.
• “ArcGIS Online is an online geographical information system (GIS) that allows users 

share maps, layers, and data with other users.”
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• Guide students to set up a free ArcGIS account at https://www.arcgis.com/home/. Or 
use a K12 school organization account. More information is at http://www.esri.com/
industries/education/software-bundle#.

• Ask students to open http://bit.ly/NATRPoints. “The map on the screen shows the 
Natchez Trace Parkway. The Natchez Trace Parkway is a historic forest trail created and 
used by Native Americans.”

• Ask this question: Where does the trail begin and end? Invite students to share their 
answers.

• Point at the map between Mississippi and Tennessee. “The Trace began as Native 
American trails that stretched from Mississippi to Nashville. Animals first traveled the 
trail from the Mississippi River to Nashville, and Native Americans followed as they 
hunted the animals for food.”

• Invite students to click “Basemap” then “Imagery with labels,” “Add,” and “Search for 
a layer.” In the column click ArcGIS online, and in the find column, type “Hillshade.” 
Click on “Multidimensional Hillside.” Click “Add,” then “Done adding layers” to cre-
ate the layer.

• Tell students to adjust the map transparency by clicking the three dots. Save as (Initial.
Last name.Trail of Tears.Class period) and answer the following questions.
1.  What type of landscapes are shown on the map?
2.  What do you notice about the landscape?
3.  Identify and name the states on the land route. (Alabama, Tennessee, Arkansas, and 

Oklahoma)
4.  Identify and name the states on the water route. (Alabama, part of northern Missis-

sippi, Tennessee, Arkansas, and Oklahoma)
• Zoom into the ancestral lands of the Native Americans and the end of the journey to 

Eastern Oklahoma.
• Click “Add” and then “Add Map Notes,” name it “Line Features,” and click “Create.”
• Click “Line.” Draw a line to show the most expedient route to Eastern Oklahoma (not-

ing the vegetation, elevation, and water bodies). Describe and save as possible route.
• Students can add another layer using “Trail of Tears” in the ArcGIS column. (suggested 

selection Rthomas, BucknellGIS, or KanDOT)
• Students will compare their route with the route chosen by the federal government and 

answer the following questions:
 ○ How did your route compare with the route taken by the federal government?
 ○ Did following the federal government route contribute to greater loss of life? Why?

After: Extension and Exit Reflection

• Extend the lesson by discussing other examples of forced migrations (African slave 
trade, crisis in Syria, cultural revolution in China). Ask them to answer the following 
questions:

 ○ What factors contribute to forced migration?
 ○ What groups of people tend to have the upper hand in forced migrations?
 ○ What agencies/institutions exist today to protect people from forced migrations/ 
ethnic cleansing?

 ○ How much success do these agencies/institutions have in protecting migrants?
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