This lesson is designed to be an engaging way for students to interact with a variety of primary
source documents about the Erie Canal. Students will view an image, poster, article, map, and
video to gather information. They will answer questions about each primary source and receive
clues that they will put together to make a statement about the importance of the Erie Canal.
Lesson Duration: 60 minutes
Enduring Understanding: We can learn about history by observing and thinking about primary
source documents.
Concepts: sources, observation, 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.
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.
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).
6. Create an understanding of the past by using primary and secondary sources.
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.
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Teacher Questions:
1. How can we use primary sources to learn about the past?
2. What are similarities and differences between different types of artifacts?
Materials List:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Access to Erie Canal Digital Scavenger Hunt: https://forms.gle/kxBaLq3zJpoGKYQZ6
Scrap paper for students to record information
Teacher-only link to pre-filled Erie Canal Digital Scavenger Hunt
Primary source documents (included in the Digital Scavenger Hunt and provided below)

Procedure:
Teacher Questions
1. How can we use
primary sources to
learn about the
past?
2. What are similarities
and differences
between different
types of artifacts?

Procedure
5 minutes: Explain to students that a
digital scavenger hunt is a learning
experience in which people interact
electronically with artifacts to gather
information. In this Erie Canal Digital
Scavenger Hunt, students will interact
with primary source documents
embedded within a Google Form.

•

Materials
Access to Erie Canal Digital
Scavenger Hunt:
https://forms.gle/kxBaLq3zJpoGKYQZ6

•
•
•

1. How can we use
50 minutes:
•
primary sources to
1. Students open the link to the Erie
learn about the past?
Canal Digital Scavenger Hunt.
•
2. What are similarities
Sign-in might be required
and differences
depending on teacher settings.
between different
2. Read the directions located on the
types of artifacts?
first page.
3. Complete each challenge by
observing the primary source and
answering the questions that
follow.
4. Once the questions have been
answered correctly for each
challenge, students will be given a
portion of a rebus puzzle. (A rebus

Scrap paper for students to
record information
Teacher-only link to pre-filled
Erie Canal Digital Scavenger
Hunt
Primary source documents
(included in the Digital
Scavenger Hunt and provided
below)
Access to Erie Canal Digital
Scavenger Hunt:
https://forms.gle/kxBaLq3zJpoGKYQZ6

Scrap paper for students to
record information
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is an image that represents a word
or part of a word.)
5. After all five challenges have been
completed, students will arrange
their rebus clues to correctly form
a true statement about the Erie
Canal.
Optional: Teacher my lead a brief
discussion at the conclusion of the lesson
by talking about the final rebus answer:
“The Erie Canal married the waters of the
Atlantic and the Great Lakes.”
1. How can we use
primary sources to
learn about the past?
2. What are similarities
and differences
between different
types of artifacts?

5 minutes: Lead students in a discussion
based on the following questions. This
could also be used as a formative
assessment using “I used to think…Now I
think…,” an exit ticket, or another brief
assessment.
1. How can we use primary sources
to learn about the past?
2. What are similarities and
differences between different
types of artifacts?
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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.

Broadside, Rochester Canal Commissioner’s office, 1870.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1117031
132&currentIndex=1&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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“Rochester Canal Commerce for 1845,”
Daily Advertiser (Rochester, NY), Dec. 12, 1845,
excerpt. Courtesy of the Rochester Public
Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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Canal map of the State of New York, 1912.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1117047
206&currentIndex=10&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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CBS Sunday Morning, “200 Years on the Erie Canal,” YouTube video, 7:49,
July 9, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iLfGSXuHu5g.
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