
America's first people
BY PAULINE S. JOHNSON

These activities, designed to accompanyÒFirstPeoples1Óand ÒTheMystery of the First
Americans2,Ówill enablestudents to explore the origins of human populations in North
America. The activities may be used independently of each other or together.

Preview activity
This activity is designedto be usedbeforestudentsreadÒFirstPeoplesÓand ÒTheMystery
of the First Americans.ÓA more detailedversion of the activity, ÒTheoriesof Migration3,Ó
includes a chart for students to fill in information about the various theories as they read.

1. Project or put up a modern world map. (If you donÕthavea map in your classroom,
you may want to use the map below. Click on the Òaboutthe mapÓlink below the
image for a larger version.)

2. Explain that people did not originate in North and South America.
3. Ask the question, ÒHow did the first people get to the Americas?Ó
4. Allow the studentsseveralminutes to think about this question while examining the

map. You may also have the students discuss these in cooperative pairs.
5. Take brainstorming ideas from the students and record them on chart paper.
6. You can refer to this throughout the classÕwork with ÒFirstPeoples4Óand ÒThe

Mystery of the First Americans5.Ó
7. You will most likely find that many of the students have heard of the Beringia

migration theory,but that they will not haveheardof the more recentdiscoveriesthat
are leading to new theories.
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Figure 1. 2007 physical world map from the Perry-Casta–eda Library Map
Collection, University of Texas.

Wordsplash activity: Pleistocene vocabulary
ADVANCE PREPARATION

Be familiar with the use of wordsplash6 as a pre-reading activity.

PROCEDURE

¥ Design a wordsplash with the topic ÒPleistoceneepochÓin the center. Around the
central topic include the following: Beringia, ice age, paleoindians, vegetation,
migration, climate, Clovis culture, sealevel,glacier,and megafauna.You may include
other vocabulary from ÒFirst Peoples7.Ó To see a larger version of the sample
wordsplash below, click on the Òabout the illustrationÓ link below the image.

¥ Introduce the Pleistoceneepoch.(The Pleistoceneepochwasthe time of the last great
ice age. It lasted from 2 million to 8000 BCE Ñ before the common era.)

¥ You may choose to have the students predict how the words are related to the
Pleistocene.Have them choosefour or five of the words as a bellringer and write a
sentence expressing the relationship between the topic and the words.

¥ Another use for the wordsplashis to havethe studentswrite a sentencefor eachword
which includes its relationship to the topic asthey readthe article ÒFirstPeoples.ÓFor
example,ÒDuringthe Pleistoceneepoch,the sealevelwaslower due to the amount of
water that became ice.Ó
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Figure 2. Sample Pleistocene wordsplash.

Intrigue of the Pastlesson
The lesson ÒShiftingCoastlines8,Ófrom the UNC ResearchLaboratoriesof Archaeology,
can be used in conjunction with reading ÒFirstPeoples9.ÓHave the students read and
discuss the article before you introduce the lesson.

Writing suggestions for ÒFirst PeoplesÓ
¥ Havestudentswrite a paragraph(or short essay)describinghow the NativeAmericans

may have arrived in what is now North Carolina. Instruct them to use specific
examples from the reading ÒFirst Peoples10.Ó

¥ Have studentswrite a scenefor a movie from the point of view of a migrant traveling
through Beringia about 13,000yearsago.What would it havebeen like at that time?
What would be the reason (motive) your character was traveling? Alternatively,
students could write a movie plot summary.

¥ Have the students fill in a graphic organizer that lists the causesof the migration of
animals and people, and the effects of that migration.
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North Carolina Curriculum Alignment

SOCIAL STUDIES(2003)

Grade 8

¥ Goal 1: The learner will analyzeimportant geographic,political, economic,and socialaspectsof
life in the region prior to the Revolutionary Period.

¥ Objective 1.02: Identify and describe American Indians who inhabited the regions that
became Carolina and assess their impact on the colony.

Writing suggestions for ÒThe Mystery of the First
AmericansÓ

¥ Have the studentstakeon the role of a scientist investigating one of the theories they
have read about in ÒTheMystery of the First Americans11.ÓAsk them to give the
reasons they support or refute that theory.

¥ Have students write a compare/contrast essayabout the similarities and differences
betweenearlymigrants to the Americastheorizedto havecomeinto the interior of the
continent by an opening in the ice corridor and thosetheorized to havecome by boat
along the western coastline. In the essay,students should address shelter, food,
climate, and travel.

Extra credit / group activities
¥ Assign groups, academicallygifted students, or those who would like extra credit to

readone of the articles in the right sidebarsof both ÒFirstPeoplesÓand ÒTheMystery
of the First Americans.ÓHave them sharetheir readingswith the rest of the classthe
next day, relating the most important ideas. Some of the articles are more difficult
than others. Generally from easiest to most difficult: ÒKennewickMan Virtual
Interpretive Center12,ÓÒMicrobeÕsMap of Migration,13Ó ÒNewAnswers to an Old
Question,14ÓÒPaleoindiansand the GreatPleistoceneDie-Off15,Óand ÒHowand When
Did People First Come to North America?16Ò

¥ Have groups take on the role of scientists.Choosethree or four of the more detailed
theories (Clovis, coastalmigrations, Kennewick Man, and Monte Verde). Have the
students read their notes from the theories chart from the Theories of Migration17

lesson and the appropriate articles in the right sidebarsof ÒFirstPeoplesÓand ÒThe
Mysteryof the First Americans.ÓYou may alsoaskthe groups to do someresearchon
their own. In class,set up a debatebetweenthe ÒscientistsÓin your classaround the
question ÒHow did the first people come to the Americas?ÓHave each group of
students support their own theory with details from the articles and their research.
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On the web

First peoples

http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/2.1

Beringia was a wide land bridge between Alaska and Siberia that was periodically exposed
during the last Great Ice Age.According to a widely-heldtheory, the first peopleto live in North
America were Asians who followed animal herds acrossBeringia. The Paleoindians living in
North Carolina by 9000 BCE were descendentsof thesefirst North Americans.Nobodyknows
how long it took before the first PaleoindiansreachedNorth Carolina, but the few artifacts they
left create an image of their past.

The mystery of the first Americans

http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/2.2

In the secondhalf of the twentieth century, archaeologistsagreedthat those ÒfirstAmericansÓ
migrated from Asia across Beringia and into North America between fourteen and twenty
thousand years ago. Recently, though, new evidence has come to light that has led some
archaeologists to doubt that theory and to suggest new possibilities.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Earth, continents, geography, history, illustrations, maps, migration, natural history,
teaching strategies, wordsplash, andworld.

Notes

1. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/2.1.
2. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/2.2.
3. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/2024.
4. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/2.1.
5. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/2.2.
6. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/2025.
7. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/2.1.
8. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/intrigue/4.3.
9. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/2.1.
10. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/2.1.
11. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/2.2.
12. See http://www.kennewick-man.com/.
13. See http://cogweb.ucla.edu/Chumash/JCMicrobe.html.
14. See http://www.nytimes.com/learning/general/featured_articles/991109tuesday.html.
15. See http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/nattrans/ntecoindian/essays/pleistocene.htm.
16. See http://www.athenapub.com/10Dixon.htm.
17. See http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/2024.
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Image credits

More information about these images and higher-resolution files are linked from the original web
version of this document.

Figure 1(page 2)

Courtesyof Perry-Casta–edaLibrary Map Collection,University of Texas.This image is believed
to be in the public domain. Users are advised to make their own copyright assessment.

Figure 2 (page 3)

Pauline S. Johnson. This image is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 2.5 License. To view a copy of this license, visit
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/.
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