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In this inquiry-based social-studies-meets-science lesson, students will explore the realities of 

commerce and industry in the early 1800s and discover the ways in which the Erie Canal 

provided a solution to problems people faced, such as transporting goods and people, enabling 

New York City to grow and compete economically with other big cities in the North, and 

connecting people in the eastern and western parts of the country. Students will look at 

primary source documents that include maps, transportation models, representations of the 

industrial revolution, and depictions of population growth.  

Lesson Duration: DAY ONE: 60 minutes; DAY TWO: 40 minutes. TOTAL: 1 hour 40 minutes 

Enduring Understanding: People innovate to solve problems and meet their needs. 

Concepts: innovation, transportation, industrialization 

New York State Social Studies Standards Addressed:  

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 

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. 
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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-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. What was it like to do business in New York State in the early 1800s? 

2. Where did people live and work in New York State? 

3. What was the Industrial Revolution? 

4. Why were people looking for a new mode of transportation? 

5. What did the Erie Canal do for the people in New York State? 

6. How did the creation of the Erie Canal impact the people outside of New York State? 

Materials List: 

1. Primary source documents representing early 19th-century commerce and industry 

(provided) 

2. Why NY Needed a Canal Recording Sheet, a graphic organizer for student notes with 

spaces to answer questions and cite sources (provided)  

3. Why NY Needed a Canal Recording Sheet shared as a class document either on poster 

paper or projected in electronic form 

4. Chart paper or electronic notetaking space for whole-group discussion/brainstorm 

5. Why NY Needed a Canal Problem-Solution T-Chart, either posted on chart paper or in 

electronic form (provided) 
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Procedure: 

Teacher Questions Procedure Materials 

1. What was it like to 
do business in New 
York State in the 
early 1800s? 

2. Where did people 
live and work in 
New York State? 

3. What was the 
Industrial 
Revolution? 

4. Why were people 
looking for a new 
mode of 
transportation? 

 

DAY ONE: 60 minutes 
5 minutes: Challenge students to be 
detectives today. They will participate in 
a Wander and Wonder activity (see 
below) to gain as much knowledge as 
they can about what business (commerce 
and industry) was like in the early 1800s. 
They will search the sources available to 
determine: 

¶ What did people do to buy, sell, 
trade, and meet their needs? 

¶ Where did people live and work? 

¶ What were existing methods of 
transportation? 

¶ What was the Industrial 
Revolution? 

¶ Why were people looking for a 
new method of transportation? 

 
40 minutes: Students will have 40 
minutes to wander around the room, 
where the teacher has laid out the 
primary source documents. Students act 
as detectives and explore, observe, make 
inferences, and reflect on what they 
discover in the documents. Students are 
to use evidence from the primary sources 
to answer the questions posed and 
record (cite) their sources on the Why NY 
Needed a Canal Recording Sheet.  
 

¶ Primary source documents 
representing early 19th-
century commerce and 
industry (provided)  

¶ Why NY Needed a Canal 
Recording Sheet, a graphic 
organizer for student notes 
with spaces to answer 
questions and cite sources 
(provided) 

1. What was it like to 
do business in New 
York State in the 
early 1800s? 

2. Where did people 
live and work in 
New York State? 

15 minutes: After the 40-minute work 
period, the class will come back together 
for 15 minutes to share their findings. 
This can occur on Day One or Day Two of 
the lesson, depending on teacher 
preference.  

¶ Why NY Needed a Canal 
Recording Sheet, shared as a 
class document either on 
poster paper or projected in 
electronic form 
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3. What was the 
Industrial 
Revolution? 

4. Why were people 
looking for a new 
mode of 
transportation? 
 

5. What did the Erie 
Canal do for the 
people in New York 
State? 

6. How did the creation 
of the Erie Canal 
impact the people 
outside of New York 
State? 

DAY TWO: 40 minutes 
5 minutes: Students will now be ready to 
discuss the problems that people in the 
early 1800s faced and brainstorm ideas 
for solving those problems, focusing on 
transportation. Teacher should include 
ALL brainstormed ideas, and not yet rule 
any out. 
 

10 minutes: The class then determines 
what ideas would not have been possible 
because the technology did not yet exist. 
This information should be based on the 
primary sources they used on Day One. 
 

15 minutes: Once students narrow the 
ideas down to identify a canal as a good 
solution, the class will have a group 
discussion about all the problems a canal 
solves. This can take the form of a T-Chart 
ǿƛǘƘ άtǊƻōƭŜƳέ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŦǘ ŀƴŘ 
ά{ƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ όǎŜŜ 
example provided). This can be done on 
chart paper or electronically. 
 

10 minutes: Final questions for the whole 
class to discuss. (This could be done 
through a Think, Pair, Share thinking 
routine: https://pz.harvard.edu/resources/ 

think-pair-share.)  

¶ What did the Erie Canal do for the 
people in New York State? 

¶ How did the creation of the Erie 
Canal impact the people outside of 
New York State? 

¶ Chart paper or electronic 
notetaking space for whole-
group discussion/brainstorm 

¶ Primary source documents 
from Day One 

¶ Problem-Solution T-Chart, 
either posted on chart paper 
or in electronic form 
(provided) 

https://pz.harvard.edu/resources/think-pair-share
https://pz.harvard.edu/resources/think-pair-share
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Name (s) ______________________________________ Date  ________________ 

Why NY Needed a Canal  Recording Sheet  

Question  Answer  Evidence  Primary 

Source 

Used 
1. What did 

people do to 

buy, sell, trade, 

and meet their 

needs?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

2. Where did 

people live and 

work?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

3. What were  

existing 

methods of 

transportation?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

4. What was the 

Industrial 

Revolution?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

5. Why were 

people looking 

for a new 

method of 

transportation?  
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Name (s) ______________________________________ Date  ________________ 

Why NY Needed a Canal  

Problem -Solution T-Chart  

PROBLEM 

Problem People Faced BEFORE the 

Erie Canal  

SOLUTION 

How the Erie Canal Solved the 

Problem  
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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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άtƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣέ 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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ά{ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎƪǎΥ ¢ǊŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳƳŜǊŎŜΣέ A Directory for the Village of Rochester 

(Rochester, NY: Elisha Ely, 1827), 115. 

https://www.libraryweb.org/rochcitydir/images/1827/1827complete.pdf. 

Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division. 
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ά¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎΣέ A Directory for the  

Village of Rochester 

(Rochester, NY: Elisha Ely, 1827), 129-30. 

https://www.libraryweb.org/rochcitydir/ 

images/1827/1827complete.pdf. 

Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library 

Local History & Genealogy Division. 
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ά!ŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜƳŜƴǘǎΥ /Φ 5ǳƴƴƛƴƎ ϧ /ƻΦΣέ A Directory for the Village of Rochester 

(Rochester, NY: Elisha Ely, 1827), 143. 

https://www.libraryweb.org/rochcitydir/images/1827/1827complete.pdf. 

Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division. 
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άAdvertisement, {ǘƻǊŀƎŜΣ CƻǊǿŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣέ 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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άAdvertisement, DŜƴŜǊŀƭ aŀƛƭ ŀƴŘ tƛƭƻǘΣέ A Directory for the Village of Rochester 

(Rochester, NY: Elisha Ely, 1827), 151. 

https://www.libraryweb.org/rochcitydir/images/1827/1827complete.pdf. 

Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division. 
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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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άtƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣέ Charter and Directory of the City of Rochester 

(Rochester, NY: C. & M. Morse, 1834), 5. 

https://www.libraryweb.org/rochcitydir/images/1834/1834complete.pdf. 

Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division. 
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άwŀƛƭ wƻŀŘǎΣέ Daily Democrat (Rochester, NY), Jan. 4, 1837.  

Courtesy of the Rochester Public Library Local History & Genealogy Division. 


