This lesson can be used as a summative assessment to the unit, a formative assessment as a
check for understanding along the way, or a learning experience. Students will piece together
the information they have learned thus far, paired with primary source documents, to tell “The
Story of the Erie Canal.” Students will put primary source documents in chronological order and
tell the story through words. Students will produce a video, a screencast, a podcast, a picture
book, or a traditional essay to share their understandings.
Lesson Duration: DAY ONE: 65 minutes; DAY TWO: 60 minutes; TOTAL: 2 hours 5 minutes
Enduring Understanding: Historical objects tell a story.
Concepts: chronology, primary sources, geography, industrialization, trade, transportation,
change
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.
4.6a 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
1. Develop questions about New York State and its history, geography, economics, and
government.
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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.
B. Chronological Reasoning and Causation
1. Explain how events are related chronologically to one another.
3. Identify the relationship between multiple causes and multiple effects, using examples from
his/her life or from a current event or history.
6. Use periods of time such as decades and centuries to put events into chronological order.
C. Comparison and Contextualization
4. Recognize the relationship between geography, economics, and history in social studies.
5. Describe historical developments in New York State with specific detail, including time and
place.
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.
2. Distinguish human activities and human-made features from “environments” (natural events
or physical features—land, air, and water—that 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.
E. Economics and Economic Systems
4. Explain why individuals and businesses specialize and trade.
Teacher Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What can historical objects tell us about a person, place, thing, or event?
How can we piece historical objects together to tell a story?
How did the Erie Canal shape the people and places around it?
Why should we care about the past?
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Materials List:
1. Poster paper and markers or electronic notetaking space
2. Students’ personal historical objects (if doing the activity in which students bring in
items to tell their own stories)
3. Erie Canal primary source documents (provided). NOTE: if you choose to provide
additional sources, be sure they include dates that students can see. For additional
sources relating to the Erie Canal, see the Erie Canal topic section of the Rochester
Public Library’s Rochester Voices website: http://www.rochestervoices.org/topics/eriecanal/.
4. Notecards or sticky notes, enough for each group to have 15
5. Tool for student notetaking (notecards, a graphic organizer, electronic organizer, etc.)
6. Paper or 1:1 technology with microphone, if needed
7. The Erie Canal Story Rubric (provided)
Procedure:
Teacher Questions
1. What can historical
objects tell us about
a person, place,
thing, or event?
2. How can we piece
historical objects
together to tell a
story?

Procedure
DAY ONE:
10 minutes: Introduce students to this
learning experience by brainstorming all
the objects in their lives that tell the
story of who they are. Objects may
include: birth certificate, student ID,
photographs, schoolwork, religious
documentation, baby book,
sports/club/scout garb, report cards, etc.

•
•

Materials
Poster paper and markers or
electronic notetaking space
Students’ personal historical
objects (if doing the activity
in which students bring in
items to tell their own
stories)

Take 5 minutes to let students tell their
own story to a buddy using a few objects
they have identified. Then ask them to
reflect on the two Teacher Questions,
written on poster paper or displayed
electronically:
1. What can historical objects tell
us about a person, place, thing,
or event?
2. How can we piece historical
objects together to tell a story?
TEACHER NOTE: If this lesson is taught
near the beginning of the year, it would
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serve as a great introduction to primary
source documents and as a class
teambuilding experience. You could
invite students to bring in 8-12 objects
(originals or copies) to tell the story of
what makes them who they are. They
could begin by arranging their objects in
chronological order. They would then
use the objects from the beginning to
the end of their timeline to tell their
story to the group.
1. What can historical
objects tell us about
a person, place,
thing, or event?
2. How can we piece
historical objects
together to tell a
story?

10 minutes: Explain the assignment:
•
“Today you will use historical objects
(primary sources) to tell the story of the
Erie Canal. First, you will put the primary
sources in chronological order. Then you
will use the timeline you have created
with the primary sources to tell the story
of the Erie Canal. You may tell the story
in a variety of ways. You can orally tell
the story using a video, a screencast, or a
podcast. You may tell the story by
creating a picture book that has simple
words on each page with the primary
source document above or next to it. You •
could also write an essay where you
describe each document and the facts,
including the dates, to put the story
•
together. If you have another idea,
please talk with me.”

Erie Canal primary source
documents (provided). NOTE:
if you choose to provide
additional sources, be sure
they include dates that
students can see. For
additional sources relating to
the Erie Canal, see the Erie
Canal topic section of the
Rochester Public Library’s
Rochester Voices website:
http://www.rochestervoices.
org/topics/erie-canal/.
Notecards or sticky notes,
enough for each group to
have 15
Tool for student notetaking
(notecards, a graphic
organizer, electronic
organizer, etc.)

“Today you will put the primary sources
in order with a small group. You will then
take notes on the sources to tell the
story. Tomorrow you will create your
final story. You can use notecards/sticky
notes to write the dates of the sources
and then place each date with the
primary source it corresponds to so you
can keep track of your order. You may
use any notes or other primary sources
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we have used throughout the unit so far
to help tell the story. I will put you in
groups/pairs and you will have 45
minutes to work.”
TEACHER NOTE: Students do NOT have
to create a timeline with exact
increments of time intervals to complete
this project. Timelines are difficult for
kids to create since they must
understand division and fractions to
create appropriate time spans. For this
experience, students can simply place
the primary source documents in order
on the table or floor with notecards or
sticky notes telling the date of the
primary source document.
1. What can historical
objects tell us about
a person, place,
thing, or event?
2. How can we piece
historical objects
together to tell a
story?

45 minutes: Students work in
groups/pairs or independently to put the
primary sources in chronological order
and to take notes on them to use in
telling their stories on Day Two.

•

•

•

Erie Canal primary source
documents (provided). NOTE:
if you choose to provide
additional sources, be sure
they include dates that
students can see. For
additional sources of and
relating to the Erie Canal, see
the Erie Canal topic section of
the Rochester Public Library’s
Rochester Voices website:
http://www.rochestervoices.
org/topics/erie-canal/.
Notecards or sticky notes,
enough for each group to
have 15
Tool for student notetaking
(notecards, a graphic
organizer, electronic
organizer, etc.)

5

1. What can historical
objects tell us about
a person, place,
thing, or event?
2. How can we piece
historical objects
together to tell a
story?
3. How did the Erie
Canal shape the
people and places
around it?

DAY TWO:
•
60 minutes: Explain to the class that they
will use their notes and the primary
•
source documents from Day One to tell
•
the story of the Erie Canal.
• If they choose to create a podcast
using an app such as Synth or
WeVideo, or to write an essay,
they can use their notes to tell
the story.
• If they choose to author a picture
book, they will use physical
copies of the primary source
documents to place in order and
write the words directly on these
pages.
• If they choose to screencast, they
will need the electronic version of
the primary source documents to
voice over.
• If they choose to create a video
using an app such as WeVideo,
Adobe Spark Video, or iMovie,
they will need the primary source
documents and their notes so
they can hold the documents up
while they talk.

4. Why should we care
about the past?

You will use the provided rubric to assess
the students’ understanding of the Erie
Canal Story and their use of the primary
source documents.

•

Paper or 1:1 technology with
microphone, if needed
Notes from yesterday’s work
Erie Canal primary source
documents from Day One

The Erie Canal Story Rubric
(provided)

TEACHER NOTE: This rubric was created
with the specific NYS Social Studies
Standards in mind. You may also choose
to assess students’ writing, oral
storytelling, speaking skills, etc.
You may choose to share student work
with the rest of the class! If so, it would
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be interesting for students to complete a
“Notice and Wonder” reflection about
similarities and differences among
projects.
At this point, you can also pose the last
of the teacher questions: “Why should
we care about the past?” In responding,
have students refer to their Erie Canal
stories.
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Name(s) ______________________________________ Date ________________

The Story of the Erie Canal Summative Assessment Rubric
Enduring Understanding: Historical objects tell a story.
Criteria
1
2
Grade 4 Social
• Student uses 0-1
• Student uses at least 2
Studies Practice:
primary sources to
primary sources to tell
A. Gathering,
tell the story.
the story but may not
Interpreting, and
elaborate on the
• The story has enough
Using Evidence
sources.
misunderstandings to
interfere with the
• The story has
meaning.
misunderstandings or
lacks organization that
interferes with the
meaning.
Grade 4 Social
Studies Practice:
B. Chronological
Reasoning and
Causation
Grade 4 Social
Studies Practice:
C. Comparison and
Contextualization
Grade 4 Social
Studies Practice:
D. Geographic
Reasoning

Grade 4 Social
Studies Practice:
E. Economics and
Economic Systems
Grade 4 Social
Studies Standards
Demonstrating
knowledge about
the past and how it
is studied.

3
• Student uses at least
3 primary sources to
tell the story.
• The story is complete
and organized
enough to convey a
general meaning.

4
• Student uses 4 or
more primary
sources to tell the
story, weaving them
in and out of the
message.
• The story is
organized and told
with accuracy and
detail.

Student does none of
the following:

Student does 1-2 of the
Student does 3 of the
Student does all 4 of
following:
following:
the following:
• Explains how events are related chronologically.
• Identifies cause and effect.
• Distinguishes between long-term and immediate causes of an event.
• Uses periods of time to put events in order.
Student does none of
Student does 1 of the
Student does both of
Student does both
the following:
following:
the following:
exceptionally well:
• Recognizes the relationship between geography, economics, and history.
• Describes historical developments in New York State with specific detail.
Student does none of
Student does 1-2 of the
Student does 3 of the
Student does all 4 of
the following:
following:
following:
the following:
• Uses location terms and geographic representations to describe where places are in relation to each
other and to describe connections between those places
• Evaluates the benefits of particular places for purposeful activities.
• Distinguishes human activities and human-made features from “environments.”
• Identifies how environments affect human activities and vice versa.
Student does not:
Student notes but does
Student adequately
Student thoroughly
not explain why:
explains:
explains:
• Explain why individuals and businesses specialize and trade.
Student shares with no
references to:

Student shares with 1-2
references to:

Student shares with 3-4
references to:

Student thoroughly
shares with 4-5
references to:
• New York’s geography and boundaries can be explored through maps.
• New Yorkers began to move and settle farther west.
• 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.
• Between 1865 and 1915, rapid industrialization occurred in New York State.
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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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Sam Patch canal boat, 1991.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1115901088&currentIndex=1&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the City of Rochester.

“Canal Celebration,”
Monroe Republican
(Rochester, NY),
Nov. 15, 1825.
Courtesy of the
Rochester Public
Library Local History
& Genealogy
Division.
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Erie Canal Aqueduct, Rochester, NY, 1897-1899.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1115915646&currentIndex=11&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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Detail from Canal Improvement: Profiles of the Erie, Champlain, and Oswego Canals [map], 1898.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1117044099&currentIndex=0&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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Erie Canal locks at Lockport, NY, ca. 1880-1910.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1115986458&currentIndex=0&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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Barge Canal construction near Rochester, NY, ca. 1918-1923.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1116719529&currentIndex=5&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.

“Projects Proposed to Revamp Erie Canal,” Democrat and Chronicle (Rochester, NY), Jan. 8, 2020.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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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.
18

Broadside, Sign for 1834 packet boat trip, 1834.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=111592786
4&currentIndex=8&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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Erie Canal scene, Fultonville, NY, ca. 1900.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1116596342&currentIndex=0&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Town of Perinton.

“Population,” A Directory for the Village of Rochester (Rochester, NY: Elisha Ely, 1827), 114-15.
https://www.libraryweb.org/rochcitydir/images/1827/1827complete.pdf.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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“Advertisement, Storage, Forwarding and Commission Business,” A Directory for the Village of Rochester
(Rochester, NY: Elisha Ely, 1827), 148.
https://www.libraryweb.org/rochcitydir/images/1827/1827complete.pdf.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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Broadside, Indian lands for sale, 1843.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1117009931&currentIndex=6&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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Ice skating on the Erie Canal Aqueduct, Rochester, NY, ca. 1900.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1115927367&currentIndex=1&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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City Mills, Rochester, NY, owned by Josiah Strong, 1838.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1116791972&currentIndex=5&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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Detail of “ Rochester from the west,” 1853.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1115971734&currentIndex=0&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the City of Rochester.
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Albert R. Stone, Canal Bridge, ca. 1915.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1116708529&currentIndex=0&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
From the Albert R. Stone Negative Collection, Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY.
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Everard Peck, Plan of the first aqueduct carrying the Erie Canal over the Genesee River at Rochester, New York, ca. 1817-1823.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1115911503&currentIndex=0&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.
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Albert R. Stone, Weigh lock, 1915.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1115929548&currentIndex=0&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
From the Albert R. Stone Negative Collection, Rochester Museum & Science Center, Rochester, NY.
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S.H. Sweet, Detail from Profiles of the New York State canals and feeders [map], 1862.
https://catalogplus.libraryweb.org/?section=resource&resourceid=1117041290&currentIndex=7&view=fullDetailsDetailsTab.
Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division.

