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In this inquiry-based lesson, students will use primary sources to show wide-ranging effects of 

the Erie Canal in Rochester and the surrounding area. Students will have a chance to interact 

with a variety of primary source documents both historical and current, and sort them to 

determine what may have been reasons for building the Erie Canal, and what may have been 

effects, or influences, that the canal has had on the people of New York and surrounding areas.  

Lesson Duration: 70 minutes  

Enduring Understanding: The Erie Canal affected people long ago and today.  

Concepts: cause and effect, connection, change 

New York State Social Studies Standards Addressed:  

4.6a After the Revolution, New Yorkers began to move and settle farther west using roads, 

many of which had begun as Native American trails. 

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. 

4.6c Improved technology, such as the steam engine and the telegraph, made transportation 

and communication faster and easier. Later developments in transportation and 

communication technology had an effect on communities, the state, and the world. 

4.6d Farming, mining, lumbering, and finance are important economic activities associated with 

New York State. 

4.6f Between 1865 and 1915, rapid industrialization occurred in New York State. Over time, 

industries and manufacturing continued to grow. 

New York State Social Studies Practices Addressed:  

A. Gathering, Interpreting, and Using Evidence 

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). 

4. Identify arguments of others. 

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. 
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3. Identify the relationship between multiple causes and multiple effects, using examples from 

his/her life or from a current event or history. 

4. Distinguish between long-term and immediate causes and effects of a current event or an 

event in history. 

7. Recognize and identify patterns of continuity and change in New York State. 

D. Geographic Reasoning 

2. Distinguish human activities and human-ƳŀŘŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ άŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎέ όƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ 

or physical featuresτland, air, and waterτthat are not directly made by humans). 

3. Identify how environments affect human activities and how human activities affect physical 

environments. 

5. Describe how human activities alter places and regions. 

Teacher Questions: 

1. Why did New York need a canal? 

2. What were some immediate effects of building the canal for the people of New York State? 

3. What were some immediate effects of building the canal for areas outside of New York State? 

4. What are some long-term effects of the Erie Canal in Rochester, in New York State, and 

across the country? 

5. What are some current uses of the Erie Canal? 

6. Was building the Erie Canal a good idea? 

Materials List: 

1. Primary Source Image Cards (provided) 

2. Poster paper and markers, notecards, or digital setup for students to sort the Primary 

Source Image Cards into two categories: ά/ŀǳǎŜέ ŀƴŘ ά9ŦŦŜŎǘέ 

3. Half sheets of paper and pencils, electronic assignment turn-in, or notecards (choose 

one way to document student work if you use this reflection as a formative assessment)  
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Procedure: 

Teacher Questions Procedure Materials 

 10 minutes: Review the concept of 
άŎŀǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘέ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ōȅ 
ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ά¢ƘƛƴƪΣ tŀƛǊΣ 
{ƘŀǊŜέ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƛƳǇƭŜΣ 
familiar examples of cause and effect. 
Students may use verbal descriptions, 
drawings, or act out their situation.  
 

 

1. Why did New York 
need a canal? 

2. What were some 
immediate effects of 
building the canal 
for the people of 
New York State? 

3. What were some 
immediate effects of 
building the canal 
for areas outside of 
New York State? 

4. What are some 
long-term effects of 
the Erie Canal in 
Rochester, in New 
York State, and 
across the Country? 

5. What are some 
current uses of the 
Erie Canal? 
 

5 minutes: Explain to students how 
sorting with picture cards will work. 

1. Students will work in small groups 
to review images of primary 
source documents. The 
descriptions of the images will 
also be presented on the sorting 
cards.  

2. Their task is to review each image 
and decide if it reflects a cause for 
creating a canal or an effect of the 
Erie Canal.   

¶ Primary Source Image Cards 
(provided) 

1. Why did New York 
need a canal? 

2. What were some 
immediate effects of 
building the canal for 
the people of New 
York State? 

3. What were some 
immediate effects of 

20 minutes: Students will have time to 
work in their groups to sort their cards. 

¶ Primary Source Image Cards 
(provided)  

¶ Poster paper and markers, 
notecards, or digital setup for 
students to sort the Primary 
Source Image Cards into two 
ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎΥ ά/ŀǳǎŜέ ŀƴŘ 
ά9ŦŦŜŎǘέ 
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building the canal for 
areas outside of New 
York State? 

4. What are some long-
term effects of the 
Erie Canal in 
Rochester, in New 
York State, and 
across the country? 

5. What are some 
current uses of the 
Erie Canal? 

 10 minutes: Once all groups sort all the 
cards, students will participate in a gallery 
walk to see what they notice and wonder 
about how other groups sorted the cards. 
 

 

1. Why did New York 
need a canal? 

2. What were some 
immediate effects of 
building the canal for 
the people of New 
York State? 

3. What were some 
immediate effects of 
building the canal for 
areas outside of New 
York State? 

4. What are some long-
term effects of the 
Erie Canal in 
Rochester, in New 
York State, and 
across the country? 

5. What are some 
current uses of the 
Erie Canal? 
 

10 minutes: Students will return to their 
own work and decide if they want to 
move any cards to a different category. 
After students are satisfied with their 
sorting decisions, talk as a class about 
what they noticed and what they 
wondered about how the different 
groups sorted the cards. 
 
What were the discrepancies? Why? 
Where should the card go? 

 

1. Why did New York 
need a canal? 

10 minutes: Final reflection: Students will 
determine answers to teacher questions, 
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2. What were some 
immediate effects of 
building the canal for 
the people of New 
York State? 

3. What were some 
immediate effects of 
building the canal for 
areas outside of New 
York State? 

4. What are some long-
term effects of the 
Erie Canal in 
Rochester, in New 
York State, and 
across the country? 

5. What are some 
current uses of the 
Erie Canal? 
 

based on their primary source image 
sorting. The teacher may pose a question, 
allow students to discuss in their group 
and share out. Or, the teacher may have 
students choose one of their primary 
source image cards to use as an example 
of each question posed: 
 

¶ Why did New York need a canal? 

¶ What were some immediate 
effects of building the canal for 
the people of New York State? 

¶ What were some immediate 
effects of building the canal for 
areas outside of New York State? 

¶ What are some long-term effects 
of the Erie Canal in Rochester, in 
New York State, and across the 
country? 

¶ What are some current uses of 
the Erie Canal? 
 

6. Was building the Erie 
Canal a good idea? 

5 minutes: Teacher may choose to have 
this final reflection for the whole group, 
ŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣ ƻǊ ŀǎ ŀ ά¢ƛŎƪŜǘ 
hǳǘ ǘƘŜ 5ƻƻǊΦέ 
 
tƻǎŜ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ ά²ŀǎ 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9ǊƛŜ /ŀƴŀƭ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƛŘŜŀΚέ 
Have students answer this question using 
at least one primary source from the 
work they participated in today. 
 

¶ Half sheets of paper and 
pencils, electronic 
assignment turn-in, or 
notecards (choose one way 
to document student work if 
you use this reflection as a 
formative assessment) 
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Lewis Henry Morgan, Map of Ho-De-No-Sau-Nee-Ga, or the Territories of the People of the 

Long House in 1720 [map], 1851, with detail of Explanation overlaid at top left corner. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/2019585091/. 

Courtesy of the Library of Congress Geography and Map Division. 
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