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Europeans in the New World

The inclinations of men differ according to their varied dispositions; 
and each one in his calling has his particular end in view. Some aim 
at gain, some at glory, some at the public weal. The greater number 
are engaged in trade, and especially that which is transacted on the 
sea. Hence arise the principal support of the people, the opulence 
and honor of states.

-- Samuel de Champlain, Voyages of Samuel de Champlain.

Fur Trade. Sauthier map of Inhabited Part of Canada with the Frontiers of New York and New England 1777. (Detail)
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Grade Level

Content Areas

VT Grade Expectations 

Lesson

4-12

Social Studies/Math

VT H&SS  11: Students interpret geography and solve geographic problems by…
Comparing and contrasting spatial patterns or landforms using geographic resources

NY Social Studies Standard 3: Geography: Key Idea 1:
Understand the characteristics, functions, and applications of maps, globes, aerial 
and other photographs, satellite-produced images, and models

Two 50 minute Sessions

Students will learn how to identify and measure great circle routes and how they were 
applied in the search for the shortest water route to the Indies.

Organize students into small working groups (2-4)
Have students become familiar with the globe by identifying the major world 
continents and oceans.
Describe a Great Circle Route as the direct, curved route over the Earth between two 
points.
Demonstrate how to measure a Great Circle Route by stretching a string between 
two locations and measuring its distance with a scale or on the equator (1 degree = 
60 nautical miles). 
Practice identifying great circle routes between familiar locations.  Discuss what 
countries and oceans are passed through and why that would be a difficult or easy 
trip. Describe how trade winds and ocean currents such as the Gulf Steam affect 
ocean travel.
Discuss why it was easier to travel by water than on land.
Locate the major seafaring countries of Europe.
Locate the eastern trade countries of China and India.
Measure the distance between Gibraltar and Hong Kong by great circle.  Note that 
while the direct route passes overland through Europe and Russia, the closest water 
route would go through the Arctic Ocean, Bering Strait and North Pacific Ocean.
Compare the distance of Great Circle Routes to traditional land and sea routes to the 
east
Discuss why early European explores thought they could save time traveling to China 
by sailing west

Informal assessment of student participation and understanding of key ideas.

Globes, string, linear scale for globe

This lesson might be best divided into two sessions between activities 5 and 6.  The 
first session would focus on great circle routes and why they are the shortest distance 
between points on a sphere.  The second session would emphasize the advantages of 
travel by water and how finding the shortest water passage to the Indies was desirable.
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Great Circle Routes
LCMM

NY Standards 

Duration 

Learning Goals 

Description 

Assessments 

Materials/Resources 

Special Considerations 
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Lesson

This activity could be extended by looking at modern airline routes that don’t have to 
concern themselves with land or water obstacles.

Global warming has resulted in a reduction in the Arctic ice pack.  Have students 
research recent articles about the opening of Northwest and Northeast shipping routes 
through the Arctic.

Special Considerations 

Great Circle Routes (Cont’d)
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Grade Level

Content Areas

VT Grade Expectations 

Lesson

4-12

Social Studies

VT H&SS 11: Students interpret geography and solve geographic problems by…
Locating and using absolute and relative location, and explaining why selected cities 
are of historical and current importance.
Using absolute and relative location to identifying major mountain ranges, 
major rivers, and major climate and vegetation zones and the effects of these on 
settlement patterns 
Identifying and using basic elements of a variety of maps.

NY Social Studies Standard 3: Geography: Key Idea 1:
Map information about people, places, and environments
Understand the characteristics, functions, and applications of maps, globes, aerial 
and other photographs, satellite-produced images, and models
Investigate why people and places are located where they are located and what 
patterns can be perceived in these locations
Describe the relationships between people and environments and the connections 
between people and places.

50 minutes

Students will use a map to identify water routes that might have led to the discovery 
of a northwest passage to the Indies.  They will apply this information in a discussion 
of early settlement patterns.

Discuss the goal of early explorers to find a water route to China by traveling west.
Look an outline map of eastern North America.  Orient students by identifying major 
land forms and bodies of water represented on the map.
Individually or in groups, have students use colored pencils or markers to trace 
different waters routes west from the Atlantic ocean.  Continue each route west as 
far as it will go.
Use a political map to identify major North American cities and transpose them onto 
the outline map.
Discuss why cities were probably located where they are.

Maps should be checked for accuracy.

Outline map of North America, Political map of North America, colored markers
An extension of this activity it would be to discuss the “Fall Line.”  This brings more detail 
to the location of many early settlements.

An extension of this activity would be research and a discussion of the recent opening of 
the arctic sea route brought on by global warming.
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Searching for the Northwest Passage
LCMM

Special Considerations 

Materials/Resources 

Assessments 

Description 

Learning Goals 

Duration 

NY Standards 
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Map of North America. Edward Wright, 1598. 
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Grade Level

Content Areas

VT Grade Expectations 

Lesson

4-12

Social Studies

VT H&SS – 5-12: 6, 7 Students make connections to research and communicate findings
VT APHS:7 – Students show skill development in creating theater by developing a 
character using physical and vocal expression and text analysis and research.

NY English Language Arts Standard 1: Select and interpret appropriate information for 
research.

6 hours

Students develop a portrayal of an explorer to communicate their research, and see 
connections between the explorers.

Assign or have students choose an explorer to research.  Here are some possibilities:

Have them research common information about their character: place/date of birth; 
early life; expeditions; goals; outcomes. 
Brainstorm personality characteristics that the explorers had in common. Then 
ask students to get up on their feet, and as you list the characteristics one by one, 
instruct them to express that trait physically. Ask each student to choose which of 
the characteristics the explorer he or she researched would have, and then develop 
a way to stand, sit and walk that shows their choice(s). 
Ask the students to brainstorm life stories, goals and outcomes that the explorers 
had in common. Then from that list, ask the students to create themes around which 
to group the explorers for panel discussions. (Students will participate in these panel 
discussions as the characters they chose to research.) Examples of a discussion 
theme could be different goals for exploring: chart new areas and passages, find new 
lands to inhabit, discover new raw materials. 
Divide the students in groups of 3-5 by explorers and themes. Ask them to decide 
what year it is that the panel is convening and then to come up with four questions 
to discuss on the panel, questions that weave fact with interpretation. Example of 
questions:  What were you hoping to achieve in your voyage and why did you choose 
that quest?  When on the trip did you wonder if you’d be successful? What advice 
do you have for other explorers setting out after you? Give them time to brainstorm 
improvisational responses to these questions.
When the panels occur, a moderator from another group should be chosen to 
deliver the questions, and to begin and end the panel in “talk show” format. The  
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My Name Is
Joan Robinson, Flynn Center  for the Performing Arts

Balboa                        
Cabot                    
Cadillac
Cartier                        
Champlain               
Clark
Columbus                   
Cordoba                   

Coronado
Cortes                         
De Charlevoix         
De Leon                   
De Soto                     
Drake                    
Eriksson                   
Franklin(John)           

Frobisher                 
Hudson                     
Joliet                           
La Salle                    
Lewis                       
Mackenzie                  
Magellan                  
Marquette                 

Nicolette                     
Pizarro                     
Radisson                   
Smith                    
Verrazzano              
Vespucci
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Lesson

explorers on the panel should briefly introduce themselves as they enter, and be 
encouraged to maintain their characterizations throughout the panel and their exits. 
Remind the actors to hold themselves and speak in ways that show their explorers’ 
personalities.  Note: Questions can also be taken spontaneously from the audience if 
the moderator and panel members agree. 
After each panel, ask audience members to offer one positive comment of each 
portrayal, focusing on aspects of the portrayals that made them believable.

Pre/Diagnostic: Have students look at the list of explorers and write brief descriptions of 
what they know about each.

Formative: During activities, observe commitment and synthesizing of information.

Summative: Return their pre-diagnostic assessments to the students and ask them to 
change or add information. 

Research materials at varying levels – include picture books and recommended websites.  

This activity will vary considerably depending upon the sophistication of students. 

7.

This technique is one of many included in the  Flynn Center’s Words 
Come Alive! publications, created with teachers through its professional 
development program of the same name. The Words Come Alive! toolkit  
features drama and movement techniques designed to help students 
strengthen reading comprehension. Supplements to this Words Come Alive! 
toolkit, three booklets were published of lesson plans that present ways that 
the techniques have been applied: Picture Books Come Alive!, Novels Come 
Alive!, and Creating Performances in Dance, Storytelling and Theater.  
For more information and/or to order copies, go to the Flynn’s website:   
http://www.flynncenter.org/education_pages/words.shtml  
or call 802-652-4548.   

Flynn teaching artists are also available to lead Words Come Alive! workshops 
in classrooms on topics related to Lake Champlain.   
Contact education@flynncenter.org or 802-652-4548 for more information.  

Special Considerations 

Materials/Resources 

Assessments 

My Name Is (Cont’d) 

http://www.flynncenter.org/education_pages/words.shtml
mailto:education@flynncenter.org
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Grade Level

Content Areas

VT Grade Expectations 

Lesson

4-12

Social Studies

VT H&SS  11:  Students interpret geography and solve geographic problems by…
Locating and using absolute and relative location, and explaining why selected cities 
are of historical and current importance.
Identifying and using basic elements of a variety of maps.

NY Social Studies Standard 3: Geography: Key Idea 1:
Map information about people, places, and environments

50 minutes

Students will map information about major routes of European exploration.

Present the world map on an overhead transparency and a copy to each student.  
Orient students to the map by pointing out major land forms and bodies of water.
One at a time in chronological order trace the routes of the major explorers of North 
America.  Label the route with the explorer’s name and the dates of their voyages.
Discuss the discoveries and obstacles that each explorer encountered in their 
journey.

Maps should be checked for accuracy.

Outline map of North America, Source Material, Colored Markers

Older students could be assigned to research the route of one explorer and then present 
that information in turn to the class.

•

•

•
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Explorers’ Routes
LCMM

Special Considerations 

Materials/Resources 

Assessments 
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