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INTRODUCTION TO  

THE FIRST AMERICANS 
 

The First Americans is an interactive and fun lesson that introduces students to Native 

American peoples. The lesson includes discussion of prints and artifacts from the 

museum's education collection. These teaching materials illustrate the similarities and 

differences between food, clothing and shelter across a wide variety of Native American 

cultures. The influence of geography and resources in the physical environment on the 

lives of historic Native Peoples is examined. This discussion will hopefully lead students 

to a greater understanding of who Native Americans were and are, and engender an 

appreciation of their diverse cultures and history. The lesson is approximately 45-60 

minutes in length. 

 

What to Expect 
On the day of your lesson, an instructor (either a museum staff member or professionally 

trained volunteer) will visit your classroom with a variety of materials. The instructor will 

begin by introducing him/herself, Heritage Museums & Gardens and the lesson theme of 

who the first Americans really were. Students will be seated around a large cloth culture 

area map of North America to facilitate easy discussion of basic geography and to help 

familiarize the class with the concept of Native American culture areas (see page 6). Food, 

clothing and houses in many different culture areas will be compared and contrasted using 

several visuals, including prints and illustrations. Artifacts from the museum's education 

collection will be shared and children will be encouraged to explore what materials objects 

are made of and how they would have been used. Students will then each put on a pair of 

cotton gloves and will learn the importance of caring for museum artifacts and basic object 

handling rules. They will have the opportunity to examine the artifacts more closely, 

passing each artifact around the circle. This exciting activity provides an engaging, hands-

on closure to the lesson. 

 

About This Packet 
This Teachers' Packet contains materials that were created to be easily used in your 

classroom. Introducing your students to the pre-visit information and vocabulary will 

enhance their experience during the lesson. The post-visit section contains additional 

lesson-related information and activities to help you follow up after the instructor's visit. 

All of the materials in this packet were designed to help you tie the lesson into your 

existing curriculum and to create a more meaningful experience for your students. 
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CURRICULUM FRAMEWORKS 

CONNECTIONS 
 

At Heritage Museums & Gardens, we are committed to helping you meet the demands of Education 

Reform. Each of our programs may be used to fulfill a multitude of standards across several disciplines. 

Listed below are examples of how The First Americans program can be used to meet specific standards. 

Detailed Curriculum Frameworks Connections listings for this or any other individual program may be 

obtained by calling the Manager of School & Youth Programs at 508.888.3300 ext. 160. 

 

The First Americans    

Collections in Hand Program 
 

English Language Arts 
Language Strand, Standards: 1, 2, 4 

Literature Strand, Standards: 8, 9 

Composition Strand, Standard:  19 

 

History and Social Science 
Concepts and Skills 

 History and Geography: 2, 4 (Grade 2); 2, 3 (Grade 3) 

 Economics: 8 (Grade 2); 10 (Grade 3) 

Learning Standards: 2.2, 2.6, 3.12, 4.9, 4.11, 4.15a 

 

Science and Technology/Engineering 
 Earth & Space Science: 1, 3 

 Life Science: 6, 7, 8 

 Technology/Engineering: 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2 

 

Arts 
Visual Arts Strand, Standards: 1, 3 

Connections Strand, Standards: 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 
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TOPICS TO INTRODUCE  
 

Introducing your students to the following topics before the lesson will 

help prepare them for the museum instructor's visit.  
 

1. Museums: Acquaint your students with the fact that the job of a museum is to collect, 

take care of and share special things. Many museums collect things that are very old called 

artifacts. Heritage Museums & Gardens is a museum with a collection of art and artifacts 

from American history and a collection of plants. Talk to your students about why it is 

important to keep things from the past and why they need special care. Ask students if they 

have ever visited any museums and have them tell you what those museums collected or 

shared with their visitors. 

 

2. Native Americans Today: This lesson will emphasize Native Americans of the past, 

due to the age of the objects. Students need to realize, however, that there are 

approximately two million Native Americans living today throughout the United States, 

Canada and Mexico. They create objects of beauty in a similar tradition as their ancestors, 

since the history of their own tribe is very important to them. Students should also 

understand that Native American groups across North America were very different from 

one another. They did not always wear the same clothes, live in the same houses or eat the 

same foods. This is a major theme of the lesson and is often a new idea for children. 

Students should also understand that most contemporary Native Americans have lifestyles 

very similar to their own. 

 

3. Stereotypes and Language: There are many words and phrases we use today that are 

derogatory references to Native Americans. For example, people often say "sit Indian 

style" meaning to sit cross-legged. Native Americans sit many different ways, so the 

phrase creates a false conception. Talk with students about this and see how many phrases 

and words you can come up with that refer to Native Americans. Ask the students why 

they use the phrase and what it means to them. Then ask them if they can come up with a 

better way to say the same thing that does not refer to a specific group of people. For 

example, you may want to suggest saying "sit like a pretzel" or "sit on your pockets" 

instead of "sit Indian style." This exercise gives students an opportunity to think about and 

become more aware of how they view other cultures. You may also want to discuss the 

origin of the term Indians and why it might be better to use Native Americans or Native 

Peoples. 
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WORDS TO KNOW  
 

 
Familiarizing your students with the words and concepts listed below will help to prepare 

them for the museum instructor's visit. 
 

ARTIFACT  an object from the past that helps us to understand history and 

the lives of the people who used it 
 

BUFFALO  a large animal that was a very important resource for feeding, 

clothing and housing the Native People of the Plains culture area 
 

CONTINENT  a large area of land that is surrounded by water; continents often 

have several countries on them 
 

CULTURE  the learned ways of life shared by a group of people; it usually 

includes religion, art, food, clothes and shelter 
 

CULTURE    a place where people have similar houses, food and  

AREA    clothes in common 
 

GLOVES hand coverings that are very important to wear when holding or 

touching artifacts; they keep the oils in our skin from damaging 

objects 
 

HIDE  the skin of an animal (deer or buffalo, for example) used by 

Native Peoples for many different purposes 
 

MUSEUM a place that collects, takes care of and shares special things that 

are important to art, history or science 
 

NATIVE    the people whose ancestors have lived on the  

AMERICANS   continent of North America for thousands of years 
 

NORTH    the continent with the countries United States,  

AMERICA    Canada and Mexico on it 
 

WATTLE  a common house made by the Native Peoples of the  

AND DAUB Southeast culture area; made with a wooden frame, small trees 

and vines and then filled with clay 
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COUNTRIES AND CULTURE AREAS MAP 

ACTIVITY  

 
Use the country map on this page and the culture areas map on page 6 to 

complete the activity on page 7. 

 

COUNTRIES OF NORTH AMERICA  
This map shows us where to find the three countries that are part of the 

continent of North America:  Canada, the United States and Mexico.  
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NATIVE AMERICAN CULTURE AREAS 

OF NORTH AMERICA 
 

This map also shows North America. It is divided to show us where to 

find different culture areas, which help us when we learn about 

different groups of Native Americans. Native Peoples living in the 

same culture area would have had similar houses, eaten the same kinds 

of food and worn similar clothing. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
       Arctic  

 

 
 

Northwest   Subarctic 

Coast 

 

 

  Plateau 

 

California     Plains     

      Great 

       Basin   Northeast 

        Woodlands 

Southwest 

 
Southeast 
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MAP ACTIVITY  
 

Use the maps of North America found on pages 5 and 6 to complete the activities below. 
 

1. Using a pencil, label the map below with the names of the three countries that make up 

North America:  

   ÅCanada  ÅUnited States  ÅMexico 

 

2. Label the different culture areas on the map using the names in the box below. Use a 

different colored crayon or pencil to color each culture area. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Culture Areas 

Arctic 

California 

Great Basin 

Northwest Coast 

Northeast Woodlands 

Plains 

Plateau 

Southeast 

Southwest 

Subarctic 
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INTRODUCTION TO NATIVE AMERICAN 

HOMES 
 

Native Americans live all over the continent of North America. In the past they 

built their houses using what they found where they were living. This means 

that in different parts of the continent, people lived in different kinds of houses. 

Below are drawings of several types of homes lived in by Native American 

peoples. The houses have their names and what they are made of listed 

underneath them. Use this sheet to help complete the activity on the following 

page. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Pueblo    Longhouse     Igloo   
made of adobe   made of wood     made of snow  

bricks    and bark    blocks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plank House   Wattle and Daub  Wigwam 
made of cedar wood  made of a wood frame, made of wood 

     vines and clay   and mats of 

          woven grass 

           

 

 

 

 

Wickiup     Earthlodge   Tipi  
Made of small trees   made of a wood frame  made of buffalo 

and grasses   with earth-covered walls skin  
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NATIVE AMERICAN HOMES ACTIVITY  
 

Use the information on the previous page to answer the following questions. 
 

1.Which house is made out of materials that are most like your house? 

 

              
 

2.Which house looks the most like your house? 

 

              
 

3.  Which house would you most like to live in? Why? 

 

              
 

4.  Which house would you least like to live in?  Why? 

 

              
 

5.  Which house would you want to live in if you lived where it is very cold? 

 

              
 

6.  Which house would you want to live in if you lived where it is very hot? 

 

                
 

7.  Which house do you think the most people could live in? 

 

              

 

8. Name one of the Native American tribes who live or have lived in each of these types of 

houses. Write your answers on the lines next to the name of the house. Use the information 

on the following page to help you. 

 

Pueblo        Wattle and Daub      

Tipi         Wigwam        

Igloo        Earthlodge        

Wickiup        Longhouse        

Plank House       
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WHOSE HOUSE WAS THIS? 
 

In the following information you will find the names of a few Native American tribes who 

either live or have lived in each of the different types of houses discussed in the lesson. 

Also listed are the culture areas where that type of house was most commonly found. You 

can use this list to help you complete the activity on page 9 and to assist your classroom 

research. 

 

 

 

 

 

PUEBLO    LONGHOUSE   IGLOO   

Southwest    Northeast Woodlands  Arctic 
Hopi     Iroquois    Inuit 

Zuni     Seneca    Yupik 

Acoma    Mohawk    Igluik 

 

 

 

 

 

PLANK HOUSE      WATTLE AND DAUB  WIGWAM  

Northwest Coast  Southeast     Northeast 

Nootka    Seminole    Woodlands 
Salish     Chickasaw    Wampanoag 

Haida     Calusa    Nipmuc 

Tlingit    Choctaw    Niantic 

 

 

 

 
 

WICKIUP    EARTHLODGE   TIPI  

Plateau    Subarctic    Plains 
Apache    Mandan    Blackfeet 

Pomo     Hidatsa    Crow 

Painte     Arikara    Cree 

          Sioux 
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THE FIRST AMERICANS REVIEW  
 

Use the list of words below to complete the following activities.  

Each  

word will be used only once. 

 

cedar tree   cotton   California 

pueblo   soapstone   wigwam  

beads   seafood   wickiup 

igloo    wattle and daub 

 

 

 

Part 1.  Artifact Review: Complete the sentences below with 

the correct word from the list above. 

 

1. Many Native Americans decorated their bags and clothes with 

_______________________. 

 

 

2. In the Arctic, small carvings are often made from  

_______________________. 

 

 

3. The small black clay pot with the Knife-wing design was  

made by a woman named ______________________. 

 

 

4. The coiled basket was made by a woman from the Pomo 

tribe who live in the state of ______________________. 
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Part 2.  House Matching:  Choose the word from the list that 

describes each house and fill in the lines beneath the pictures. 

 

 

 

 

1._____________________  2.____________________ 

 

 

 

 

3.______________________      

             4._____________________ 

 

 

 

 

5.______________________      

             6._____________________ 

 

 

 

Part 3.  Food and Clothes:  Complete the sentences with the 

correct word from the list provided. 

 

1. On the Northwest Coast, Native Americans often made their 

clothes from a part of the _______________________ and ate a 

lot of ________________________. 

 

2. The most important animal to the people of the Plains was the 

_________________. 

 

3. The people who lived in pueblos were farmers and grew 

_______________ to make their clothes. 
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ANIMAL MATCHING ACTIVITY  
 

Animals were, and still are, very important to Native Americans.  They have used animals 

in many different ways.  In The First Americans lesson we talked about several different 

animals.  Native Americans used some to make objects.  Pictures of others decorated 

objects, and some objects were made to look like animals.  Draw a line matching the 

artifact on the left to the animal that is important to it on the right. 

 

A tipi  was made from the skin of the . . .  

 

 

 

 

The ladle was made from the horn of a . . .  

 

 

 

 

The spoon was carved to look like a . . .  

 

 

 

 

 

The quill box was decorated with . . .  
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FAVORITE OBJECT ACTIVITY  
 

Draw a picture of your favorite object in The First Americans lesson.  Below 

your drawing write  down three things that you remember about it. 
 

You may want to include: 

  Å what it is 

  Å where it came from 

  Å what it is made out of 

  Å how it was made 

  Å why it was your favorite  
 

You may also want to write about what culture area the object came from, what 

type of house the person who made the object might have lived in, what type of 

clothes they might have worn, or what kind of food they might have eaten. 

              
The following is a complete list of the artifacts included in The First Americans lesson.  

(Please note that it may not have been possible for all of the objects listed to have been 

shown in your classroom due to time constraints.) 

 

    

Haida goat horn spoon    Micmac quill box 

 

 

    

Plains big horn sheep ladle   Ojibwa ladyôs bag 

 

 

 

 

Blackware pot      Inuit soapstone musk 

       ox carving 

 

 

    

Pomo basket     Plains turtle fetish 
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NORTHWEST COAST TOTEM POLES  

AND POTLATCHES  
 

 

Totem Poles are found in the Northwest Coast culture area.  They are made 

from tall cedar trees that have been carved and painted to look like different animals 

and people.   Each family has special animals and people that are important to them.  

When a family has a totem pole carved, they put those important animals and people 

on it.   

  When a family's totem pole was finished, they would often hold  

a potlatch (see page 24) to celebrate.  All the guests invited to the potlatch  

 received gifts.  Food, baskets, clothes, blankets, jewelry and sometimes  

canoes and expensive copper tablets were given away.  The people who received 

gifts were expected to give away even better presents at their potlatches.  Some 

potlatches were small and others had hundreds of guests and lasted for several days.   

  There are five general reasons why totem poles are made: 

 

 1.  Some poles are made to honor a family and that family's ancestors. 

 2.  Poles are sometimes carved as grave posts. 

 3.  Some poles are attached to houses and serve as doorways. 

 4.  Totem poles inside houses are carved to show others what animals and  

       people are important to that family. 

 5.  Some totem poles are made to sell to visitors. 

 

 Totem Pole Activity 

 Sometimes it is hard to tell what the animals on a totem pole are.  Below is a 

picture of a raven, one of the animals you can often find on totem poles.  Each part 

of the raven is labeled.  This should help you to identify the different parts of the 

raven's body.  On the next page are some other figures you might find on totem 

poles.  Each figure has its name underneath it.  Use the figures to draw your own 

totem pole, or cut them out, color them and glue them on a paper tube to make a 

totem pole model.  See page 20 for another totem pole craft activity 
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TOTEM POLE FIGUR ES 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

bear     wolf      raven  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

octopus    salmon     beaver 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

thunderbird    eagle      house chief  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

killer whale      whale  
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