
Teaching Critically About Lewis and Clark: A
Comprehensive Guide for Educators
The Lewis and Clark Expedition holds a prominent place in American
history and collective consciousness. For generations, students have
learned about the explorers' epic journey across the uncharted West.
However, in recent years, scholars have begun to critically examine the
expedition's legacy, considering its impact on Native American tribes, the
environment, and the shaping of American expansionism.

Teaching about Lewis and Clark requires a balanced approach that
acknowledges both the expedition's historical significance and its
complexities. This article provides educators with a comprehensive guide to
teaching critically about Lewis and Clark, addressing key historical issues,
resources, and strategies for engaging students in meaningful discussions.

Before embarking on a critical exploration of the Lewis and Clark
Expedition, it is crucial to establish a foundational understanding of the
historical context that shaped it. The expedition took place during a period
of westward expansion when the United States was eager to assert its
dominance over the vast territories of the West. The Louisiana Free
Download of 1803 gave the United States control of a vast region known as
the Louisiana Territory, which extended from the Mississippi River to the
Rocky Mountains.
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President Thomas Jefferson commissioned the Lewis and Clark Expedition
to explore the newly acquired territory, establish trading relationships with
Native American tribes, and find a water route to the Pacific Ocean. The
expedition consisted of approximately 40 men, including Meriwether Lewis,
William Clark, and Sacagawea, a Native American woman who served as a
guide and interpreter.

The expedition set out from St. Louis, Missouri, in May 1804. Traveling by
boat and on foot, they encountered diverse Native American cultures,
explored the uncharted wilderness, and documented the flora and fauna
they encountered. The expedition reached the Pacific Ocean in November
1805, where they wintered at Fort Clatsop. They returned to St. Louis in
September 1806, after completing their 8,000-mile journey.

While the Lewis and Clark Expedition is often celebrated for its scientific
discoveries and contributions to American history, contemporary
scholarship has raised important critical perspectives that challenge
traditional narratives. These perspectives offer valuable insights into the
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expedition's impact on Native American tribes, the environment, and the
development of American expansionism.

The Lewis and Clark Expedition had a profound impact on the Native
American tribes they encountered. The expedition's intrusion into Native
American territories disrupted traditional ways of life, introduced diseases,
and contributed to intertribal conflicts. The explorers often relied on Native
American guides, interpreters, and provisions, yet they often failed to
respect Native American sovereignty or compensate them fairly for their
assistance.

The Lewis and Clark Expedition had a significant impact on the
environment of the West. The expedition's exploration of uncharted
territories led to the of invasive species, such as the zebra mussel, which
disrupted the balance of ecosystems. Additionally, the expedition's hunting
practices depleted wildlife populations and contributed to the displacement
of Native American tribes that relied on these resources.

The Lewis and Clark Expedition played a role in shaping American
expansionism. The exploration and mapping of the Louisiana Territory
provided the United States with valuable information that aided in its
acquisition of new land and the displacement of Native American tribes.
The expedition's reports on the abundance of natural resources and the
strategic importance of waterways influenced American expansionist
policies.

There are a wealth of resources available to educators who wish to teach
critically about Lewis and Clark. These resources provide historical



documents, lesson plans, and multimedia materials that can enhance
student understanding and promote critical thinking.

Primary sources offer students the opportunity to engage with firsthand
accounts of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. These sources include:

Lewis and Clark journals: The journals kept by Meriwether Lewis and
William Clark provide a detailed record of the expedition's daily
activities, encounters with Native Americans, and scientific
observations.

Sacagawea's story: Sacagawea, a Shoshone woman, played a vital
role in the expedition as a guide and interpreter. Her story offers
insights into the Native American experience and the challenges faced
by women in the early 19th century.

Native American perspectives: Contemporary scholars have
compiled accounts and oral histories from Native American tribes that
provide diverse perspectives on the expedition's impact.

Educators can find a variety of lesson plans that incorporate critical
perspectives on the Lewis and Clark Expedition. These lesson plans
provide engaging activities, discussion questions, and resources to
facilitate student learning.

Exploring the Impact on Native Americans: This lesson plan
explores the complex relationship between the Lewis and Clark
Expedition and the Native American tribes it encountered. Students
analyze primary sources and engage in discussions about the
expedition's impact on Native American sovereignty, culture, and
environment.



Examining the Environmental Legacy: This lesson plan investigates
the expedition's impact on the environment of the West. Students
examine scientific data and engage in discussions about the of
invasive species, the depletion of wildlife populations, and the long-
term consequences of the expedition's exploration.

Critically Analyzing American Expansionism: This lesson plan
examines the role of the Lewis and Clark Expedition in shaping
American expansionist policies. Students analyze historical documents
and maps to understand the expedition's impact on land acquisition,
Native American displacement, and the development of westward
expansionism.

Multimedia materials can make learning about Lewis and Clark more
engaging and accessible for students. These materials include:

Documentaries: Several documentaries have been produced that
explore different aspects of the Lewis and Clark Expedition. These
documentaries provide a visually rich and informative overview of the
expedition's history and legacy.

Interactive maps: Interactive maps allow students to trace the route of
the expedition, explore the geography of the West, and learn about the
Native American tribes they encountered.

Virtual field trips: Virtual field trips provide students with the
opportunity to visit historical sites associated with the Lewis and Clark
Expedition, such as Fort Clatsop and the Missouri River.

To foster critical thinking and promote meaningful student engagement,
educators can employ various discussion strategies when teaching about



Lewis and Clark. These strategies include:

Socratic seminars encourage students to engage in thoughtful and rigorous
discussions by posing open-ended questions and facilitating student
dialogue. By questioning each other's assumptions and perspectives,
students develop critical thinking skills and deepen their understanding of
complex historical issues.

Jigsaw activities divide students into groups and assign each group a
different aspect of the Lewis and Clark Expedition to research and present
to the class. This approach allows students to become experts on specific
topics and contribute their knowledge to a comprehensive understanding of
the expedition.

Role-playing and simulations allow students to step into the shoes of
historical figures and experience the events of the Lewis and Clark
Expedition firsthand. These activities foster empathy, enhance historical
understanding, and promote critical analysis.

Teaching critically about Lewis and Clark requires educators to navigate
complex historical issues and engage students in meaningful discussions.
By incorporating critical perspectives, utilizing diverse resources, and
employing effective discussion strategies, educators can empower students
to understand the expedition's historical significance while recognizing its
complexities and impact on Native Americans, the environment, and
American expansionism.

Through critical examination, we can challenge traditional narratives, foster
historical empathy, and encourage students to become informed and
engaged citizens who actively participate in shaping the future.
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