In this inquiry-based, internationally minded lesson, students will investigate canals around the
world in order to understand that the Erie Canal was not the first canal to exist, and that canal
systems impact the people that live around them, no matter where they are in the world.
Students will conduct independent research to learn more about other canal systems.
Lesson Duration: DAY ONE: 50 minutes; DAY TWO: 50 minutes; DAY THREE: 50 minutes
TOTAL: 2.5 hours
Enduring Understanding: Canal systems exist around the world and serve a purpose for people.
Concepts: system, similar/different, connection
New York State Social Studies Standards Addressed:
4.1a Physical and thematic maps can be used to explore New York State’s diverse geography.
4.1b New York State can be represented using a political map that shows cities, capitals, and
boundaries.
4.6b In order to connect the Great Lakes with the Atlantic Ocean, the Erie Canal was built.
Existing towns expanded and new towns grew along the canal. New York City became the
busiest port in the country.
New York State Social Studies Practices Addressed:
A. Gathering, Interpreting, and Using Evidence
1. Develop questions about New York State and its history, geography, economics, and
government.
2. Recognize, use, and analyze different forms of evidence used to make meaning in social
studies (including sources such as art and photographs, artifacts, oral histories, maps, and
graphs).
5. Identify inferences.
6. Create an understanding of the past by using primary and secondary sources.
B. Chronological Reasoning and Causation
1. Explain how events are related chronologically to one another.
4. Distinguish between long-term and immediate causes and effects of a current event or an
event in history.
6. Use periods of time such as decades and centuries to put events into chronological order.
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C. Comparison and Contextualization
4. Recognize the relationship between geography, economics, and history in social studies.
D. Geographic Reasoning
1. Use location terms and geographic representations (maps and models) to describe where
places are in relation to each other, to describe connections between places, and to evaluate
the benefits of particular places for purposeful activities.
3. Identify how environments affect human activities and how human activities affect physical
environments.
4. Recognize relationships between patterns and processes.
5. Describe how human activities alter places and regions.
Teacher Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Where is the canal located?
When was it built?
What is the main purpose of the canal? How do you know?
Is the canal functional today? If so, does it still have the same purpose?
How are canal systems around the world similar and different?
Is there anything unique or interesting about each canal?
How do these canals compare to the Erie Canal?
Why should we learn about canals around the world?

Materials List:
1. Erie Canal primary sources such as images, maps, short articles (provided)
2. Famous Canal Research Template (provided) – either electronic form with a chart,
spreadsheet, Google form, or document OR hard copies
3. Large butcher paper or chart paper with the template copied down onto it in black
marker – you may want to use different colors for different canals as you complete the
chart
4. Markers
5. Access to device and Internet for research – if this is not possible, teacher gathers
information on famous canals ahead of time, and may need to adjust the options
depending on access to resources. Students may also use books, articles, images, and
any other relevant source to gather information.
6. A way to record student thoughts where students can see/access all
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TEACHER NOTE: Some ideas for canals that students can research are included below. These
canals are a small representation of canals around the world. Students may research one of
these, or a different canal of their choosing.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Panama Canal
Suez Canal
Venice Canal System
Amsterdam Canal System
Bangkok Canal
Suzhou Canal System
Basingstoke Canal
Royal Canal

Lehigh Canal
Canal de Castilla
Fossa Carolina
Glastonbury Canal
China’s Grand Canal
German Kiel Canal
Grand Canal of Ireland
Corinth Canal

Teachers may provide images or only the names of the canals for students to research. Images
of many of the canals listed here can be found in the Library of Congress Prints and
Photographs Division, https://www.loc.gov/pictures/. A selection of these images is provided in
this lesson. Canal systems books from your library will also be very helpful. Any canal
exploration will be valuable for this lesson. Take advantage of the resources available to you.
Procedure:
Teacher Questions

Procedure

Materials

DAY ONE:
5 minutes: Introduce students to this
research lesson by explaining that the
class will learn some basic information
about the Erie Canal together, and then
work alone or with a partner to find out
information about another famous or
important canal somewhere else in the
world.
1. Where is the canal
located?
2. When was it built?
3. What is the main
purpose of the
canal? How do you
know?
4. Is the canal
functional today? If
so, does it still have

45 minutes: Students will participate in a
class research session where they view
various primary source documents to
gather information about the Erie Canal.
A selection of these documents is
provided; more can be found in the Erie
Canal topic section of the Rochester
Public Library’s Rochester Voices website:

•

http://www.rochestervoices.org/topics/eriecanal/.

•

•

Erie Canal Primary Sources
such as images, maps, short
articles (provided)
Famous Canal Research
Template (provided) – either
electronic form with a chart,
spreadsheet, Google form, or
document OR hard copies
Large butcher paper or chart
paper with the template
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the same purpose?
5. How are canal
systems around the
world similar and
different?
6. Is there anything
unique or
interesting about
each canal?

The teacher will record the information
on chart paper to keep on display in the
classroom. This information will be
identical to information the students will
then gather in researching another
important/famous canal of their
choosing.

1. Where is the canal
located?
2. When was it built?
3. What is the main
purpose of the
canal? How do you
know?
4. Is the canal
functional today? If
so, does it still have
the same purpose?
5. How are canal
systems around the
world similar and
different?
6. Is there anything
unique or interesting
about each canal?

DAY TWO:
5 minutes: Remind students of the
criteria they are looking for in their
research. Assign groups/pairs/individuals
a famous canal (list provided)

•

copied down onto it in black
marker – you may want to
use different colors for
different canals as you
complete the chart
Markers

One way to organize the learning is to
divide the students into groups, assign
each group a question to answer, and
allow them 10 minutes to answer it.
Another approach would be to allow
groups to use all the resources provided
to answer as many of the questions as
they can on their own and then come
together to share. Alternatively, the
whole class could work together to
answer each question, having all of the
primary sources in front of them at the
same time to read/review together. This
will all depend on teacher preference and
class familiarity with research practices.
•

•
45 minutes: Students research the
components of their assigned or chosen
canal while teacher guides and supports
those that need assistance. Students take
notes in their own research templates.

Famous Canal Research
Template (provided) – either
electronic form with a chart,
spreadsheet, Google form, or
document OR hard copies
Access to device and internet
for research – if this is not
possible, teacher gathers
information on famous canals
ahead of time, and may need
to adjust the options
depending on access to
resources. Students may also
use books, articles, images,
and any other relevant source
to gather information.
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7. How do these canals
compare to the Erie
Canal?
8. Why should we
learn about canals
around the world?

DAY THREE:
30 minutes: Allow students to share the
information they learned about their
famous canal. The teacher or student can
copy this information down into the class
chart. Another option is to share this
information through a Google Form,
Shared Google Sheet/Excel or doc with a
chart embedded, or something similar for
collaboration.

•

A way to record student
thoughts where students can
see/access all

The benefit of a paper chart is that
students can review this information at
any time, throughout the remainder of
the unit as it is displayed in the room.
20 minutes: Students will participate in a
class reflection in a whole group setting,
or in pairs/groups. They will reflect on the
following questions:
• How do these canals compare to
the Erie Canal?
• Why should we learn about canals
around the world?
Record this information where students
can see/access. Be sure to include ALL
responses that are viable and allow
students to drive the conversation by
responding to one another through
conversation starters like, “I agree and
would like to add…”; “I disagree
because…”; “I would like to add to your
idea…”; or “That makes me think of…”
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Name(s) _______________________________________ Date ______________

Famous Canals Research Template
Name of Famous Canal: __________________________________________
Question

Information

Sources Cited

Where is the canal
located?
When was it built?
What is the main
purpose of the
canal? How do you
know?
Is the canal
functional today? If
so, does it still have
the same purpose?
How are canal
systems around the
world similar and
different?
Is there anything
unique or interesting
about this canal?
How does this canal
compare to the Erie
Canal? (You may
use your previous
answers to help you
answer this
question!)
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“Early Opening of Navigation,”
Daily Democrat (Rochester, NY),
Feb. 8, 1847. Courtesy of the
Rochester Public Library Local
History & Genealogy Division.
7

“Rochester Canal Commerce for 1845,”
Daily Advertiser (Rochester, NY), Dec. 12, 1845,
excerpted. Courtesy of the Rochester Public
Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
8

“Canal Celebration,”
Monroe Republican
(Rochester, NY),
Nov. 15, 1825.
Courtesy of the
Rochester Public
Library Local History
& Genealogy
Division.
9

10

New York State Engineer and Surveyor, Line of barge canal showing limits and designations of contracts [map], Albany, NY: J.B. Lyon Co., 1910,
83 x 43 cm. https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1117043443&currentIndex=0&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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New York State Engineer and Surveyor, Map of sections of present canal cut off from the barge canal [map], 1912, x 21 cm..
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1117047542&currentIndex=0&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.

12

Erie Canal Aqueduct, Rochester, NY, 1888-1894.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1115909858&currentIndex=7&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.

13

Albert R. Stone, Aqueduct becomes Broad Street Bridge, ca. 1924.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1116802568&currentIndex=1&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
From the Albert R. Stone Negative Collection, Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY.
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Erie Canal boat in 1890s, ca. 1890s.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1115955591&currentIndex=7&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the City of Rochester.
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Sam Patch canal boat, 1991.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1115901088&currentIndex=1&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the City of Rochester.
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J.D. Zumbrun, Peking End of World Famous Grand Canal, Beijing, China, ca. 1900.
https://www.loc.gov/item/2006691458/. Courtesy of Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
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Detroit Publishing Co., Culebra Cut, looking south, Panama Canal, 1910-1920.
https://www.loc.gov/item/2016814115/. Courtesy of Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
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Frank Mason Good, Egypt - Suez Canal - Lake Timsah, from opp. the chalet 1856-1860.
https://www.loc.gov/item/2004669802/. Courtesy of Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
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China, Kiangsu Province, Soochow, bridge over canal, 1890-1923.
https://www.loc.gov/item/96514423/. Courtesy of Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
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On the Grand Canal, Venice, Italy, ca. 1890-1900.
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001701019/. Courtesy of Courtesy of Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
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Groen Burgwal (canal), Amsterdam, Holland, ca. 1890-1900.
https://www.loc.gov/item/2001698761/. Courtesy of Courtesy of Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
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“ Osborne,” Royal Yacht of the Royal Navy at the opening of the Kiel Canal in Kiel, Germany, 1895.
https://www.loc.gov/item/2002708350. Courtesy of Courtesy of Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.

