Overview of The American Frontier

What is a pioneer?

According to dictionary.com a pioneer is:

1. A person who is among those who first enter or settle a region, thus opening it for occupation and development by others.

The Homestead Act
The Homestead Act was a law that was created by President Abraham Lincoln in 1862; it allowed anyone to file for 160 acres free land. The land was yours at the end of five years if you had built a house on it, dug a well, broken (plowed) 10 acres, fenced a specified amount, and actually lived there. One could also claim a quarter section of land by making something called a “tree claim”. This required that you plant and successfully cultivate 10 acres of timber.

What type of people were pioneers? 

Individuals who were willing to seek their fortune out west came from a variety of backgrounds. Many were new arrivals to this country from places like Germany and Finland. Others were the children of slaves or free black men who wanted to try their luck on the frontier, where it was easy to acquire land. Some were simply men and women who saw an opportunity to own land—a difficult feat in the east where land was more expensive and was often kept within families. There were still others who just wanted to experience the excitement of living in a place that seemed so new. The American Frontier was a little different socially than the east. This was partly because there were fewer social and political institutions established, so most parts of the west were usually more democratic and free-spirited.

What was the west really like?

The west was romanticized by books called dime-store novels, these novels painted the west as a place where cowboys fought bad guys and defended the honor of women in peril. They were much like the old western movies you see on TV. It made the west seem like an exciting place. However, while it was exciting, homesteaders, or pioneers who sought their fortune on the frontier experienced many hardships. The work required to “prove up” your land was exhausting. There wasn’t the type of equipment available that you see now, like watering systems to stave off a dry season, or a tractor. The pioneers didn’t have much more than a horse and plow to help them clear trees for a field. As a pioneer, you also had to worry about the constant dangers of sickness, crop failure blizzards, tornados, prairie fires, and draught. Unlike, the show “Survivor” there was no immunity granted or food reward given if you completed the challenge of making it through a grueling day of hard labor, or a long, hard winter.

Frontier Survivor:

For this project, you will do many things, one of which is to walk in the shoes of a pioneer, so the speak. Here is a quick overview of the project:

One: You will randomly draw your role from a hat. Each “role” is a made-up person who is a pioneer heading west. You may be part of a large family, striking out with a friend or relative, or meeting up with someone who is already out there. You may be someone who is of a different age, gender, or ethnic origin than you; that’s part of the fun!

Two: Once you select your role, you will meet with the others in your group. This will be your team, so to speak. With your team, go over the packet, so you can make sure you are all on track for the assignments and due dates. You will receive both an individual grade and a group grade. The web quest, background story and all three challenges are group grades. The journal entries are individual grades. You will be given some class time to work on these group assignments, that is specified on the schedule, however, expect to work on these assignments outside of class too. Time management is important!

The ultimate frontier survivors will be determined by how many points “families” receive on their group assignments (the web quest, background story, and challenges). The group with the most points overall wins! Effort and creativity will get you very far in the project—Good luck!

Frontier Survivor Schedule:

Week One

Monday: Project overview, students are assigned to their frontier “families”. Students are given time to complete their “background” story for their family, this is due tomorrow. First journal entry is due tomorrow, Tuesday.

Tuesday: Turn in journal entry one; the next entry is due on Wednesday. Class meets in computer lab, students work with their families on completing their web quests. Each group will hand in one copy of the web quest form, due at the beginning of class tomorrow.

Wednesday: Turn in journal entry two; the next one is due on Friday. Watch and discuss first episode of PBS Frontier House. 

Thursday: First half of class groups will meet to discuss what they will do for the first challenge, which will be on Monday. Watch the next episode of Frontier House

Friday: Students turn in journal entry three at the beginning of class, the next one is due on Monday. Discuss episodes one and two, begin third episode. 

Week Two: 

Monday: Turn in journal entry four; the next one is due on Wednesday. The “families” present the work they completed for challenge 2. 

Tuesday: Complete episode three. During the second half of class students will meet with their frontier families to discuss their next challenge will they will present next Monday.

Wednesday: Turn in journal entry 5; the next one is due on Friday. Watch and discuss episode 4.

Thursday: Give students time to meet with their frontier families to work on their challenge for the first half of class. Students will watch episode 5 the last half of class.

Friday: Turn in journal entry 6; the next one is due on Tuesday. Watch and discuss the second half of episode 5.

Week 3

Monday: Students present work for their final challenge.

Tuesday: Turn in final journal entry. Students watch the last episode of PBS Frontier House.

Wednesday: Discuss/re-cap project with students.

