4th grade Nevada History Pony Express Discussion Lesson
Topic: Pony Express Riders
Lesson Authors: Angela Gonzalez, Christi Wilson, Veronica De León
Related Essential Questions: How have conflict and compromise shaped Nevada’s History?
Related Nevada History Chapters: Chapter 6- Making a place in Nevada
NV Social Studies Standards (Geography, Economics, Civics, History): H1.4.4 Discuss the interactions of
pioneers with the Great Basin Indians H2.4.1 Discuss examples of compromise and conflict within Nevada
Literacy Standards: RI.4.1 Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining what the text says
explicitly and when drawing inferences from the text. RI.4.3 Explain events in a historical text including what
happened and why, based on specific information in the text. RI.4.7 Interpret information presented visually,
orally, or quantitatively and explain how the information contributes to an understanding of the text in which it
appears. RI.4.9 integrate information from two texts on the same topic in order to write or speak about the
subject knowledgeably.
Brief Overview of Lesson & Guiding Discussion Question: The students will look at how the Pony Express
riders were caught in-between the conflict between white settlers and the Indians in Nevada. After readings,
annotating, and discussing students will make a claim; Did the riders have a right to defend themselves against
the Indian attacks.
Brief Historical Background: In 1859, Senator William Gwin of California wanted a faster mail service
between the eastern and western United States. Therefore on April 3rd, 1860, the Pony Express made its first
historic run. With established stagecoach stations every 10-12 miles between St. Joseph, Missouri and
Sacramento, California, pony express riders delivered mail with 10 days exchanging mochilas at the stations. In
May 1860, conflict arouse between the white settlers and the Great Basin Indians in Nevada, which led to
Indian attacks on the riders and stations. During this time, many riders (Billy Tate and Emmet McCain) were
killed and stations were attacked and burned. On October 24th, 1861 the first transcontinental telegraph which
transmitted communications, led to the end of the Pony Express.
Included Materials:








Art and Argument: Pony Express by Shannon Stirnweis with graphic organizer
Nevada Our Home textbook: Ch. 6 pgs. 108-109 with text dependent questions
Fun Facts about Pony Express for background knowledge
Pony Bob…the longest ride Teacher led annotations and text dependent questions
Lone Tree Legend with teacher lead annotations and text dependent questions
Structured Academic Controversy with student self-assessment
Writing Rubric for final writing piece.

Lesson Sequence:
Appro
ximate
Time
Frame

What is the teacher doing?

Art Argument with art piece:
45
minutes Lead the students through

45
minutes

2 days
45
minutes
to 60
minutes
.

What are students doing?
Students will work in partners to complete
the art argument graphic organizer.

completing the graphic
organizer. 10-15 minutes to
collect evidence. Share with
class. Have students work with a
partner in completing "What I
think" for 15 minutes. Have
students share with another
partnership. Give students 30
minutes to write reasoning with
claim. Share with class.
Textbook with fun facts: Have
Partner reading and completing
students read the document and questions
compare it with the art piece
they looked at and discuss how
it adds to their comprehension
Pony Bob: Review annotation
• Find loaded language, hyperbole, or
symbols before lesson.
descriptions that are highly
Monitoring progress on text
interesting. In the margin describe
annotations.
why the narrator used these words.
Annotate the text together to
• Choose a sentence that clearly
assess Robert Haslam’s point of
demonstrates the narrator’s point of
view of on his “longest ride” to
view. In the margin, rewrite the
see how it shapes the content
sentence by changing two or more
and style of text.
keywords to modify the tone and/or
point of view of the topic.
• Students will then answer the
questions with partners.

Notes (additional
scaffolds, logistical
considerations, room
arrangements, grouping,
etc.)
A copy of the art argument
will be provided to each
student.
The art piece will be
displayed or projected on
an overheard for all
students to access.

If students are reading below
grade level work with a small
group to access information
Provided with a hard copy of
the annotation symbols to
aide their annotations.
If students are reading below
grade level work with a small
group to access information

2 days
45 to
60
minutes

Lone Tree: Create a cause and
effect chart based on events of
ideas described in the text.

Students will be discussing what is the
most important event in the text? Place a
square around it. Make a list of words and
phrases from the text that describes it.
Note if the description changes over the
text.

If students are working below
grade level they can work
with a partner.

60
minutes
plus
time to
prepare

SAC: Teacher will assign the
students a point of view to
support, and provide time for
students to prepare.
Once students are ready
teacher will create groups of
4, two students for each point
of view. Teacher will time the
discussion.

Students will argue their point of view,
and listen to the opposing side taking
notes on what is being shared. Groups
will then reach a consensus.
Once the discussion is over, students
will complete a writing assignment
based on the guided discussion
question.

Teacher will provide the
graphic organizer, which
students will complete and
use for the discussion.
Room will need to be
rearranged for groups of
four, two partners per point
of view. In the group of
four, opposing views will
be facing one another.

Formalities of the Structured Academic Controversy
I. Choose a topic with two distinct sides/positions.
-Develop (or find) student readings.
 Provide common/shared background information about the topic for all
students. Can be done using a text set, read aloud, video analysis, etc.
 Provide distinct texts further detailing specific claims of each side of the
argument (for the two halves of the class),
OR

 Provide time with a group of texts that all students read (whole class, small
group, read aloud, etc.) but then are only responsible for one side.

2. Divide Students into groups of 4.
A. Split each group into two pairs. Each pair is assigned one side of the argument.
3. Read Documents: Each pair studies one side of the argument by reading the background material, their side
of the issue, or the entire article.
A. Each pair identifies claims and reasoning and evidence within the text to support their position.
4. Discussion:
A. Pair #1 advocates their position while Pair #2 takes notes citing specific claims.
1. Pair #2 shares back what they learned and ask clarifying questions about information
presented.
2. Students DO NOT exchange papers to complete this task.
B. Pair #2 advocates their position while Pair #1 takes notes citing specific claims.
1. Pair #1 shares back what they learned and ask clarifying questions about information
presented.
2. Students DO NOT exchange papers to complete this task
5. Common Ground and Further Questions
A. Students work together as a group of four to synthesize the ideas and come to consensus on at
least on major point.
B. Students should also identify at least one area where they agree to need more information or
clarification.
6. Whole Class Debrief/Reflection
A. Reflect upon content
B. Reflect upon process

HELPFUL HINTS:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Determine which vocabulary is essential for understanding the topic.
DO NOT “kill” the fun in the readings before the discussion with over preparation.
Important choice: Will all students complete all readings? Or will all students complete the background
reading and then only read texts that support their assigned side?
Allow students to review material prior to SAC (if assigned for homework etc.)
Provide some type of literacy strategy- annotation, note taker, highlighting, etc.)
Build comprehension around background knowledge, vocabulary, and layout of documents.

•
•
•
•

USE A TIMER. HAVE BREAKDOWN OF TIME SEQUENCE AVAILABLE FOR STUDENTS TO SCAN.
When students are teaching the argument to each other, have them flip their handouts over. They should
have to explain, rather than read their most compelling reasons. They cannot just exchange papers.
Designate a lead facilitator
WHOLE GROUP DEBRIEF!!! Make time for this!

Structured Academic Controversy
Question: In the conflict between the white settlers and the Native Americans, were the Pony
Express riders justified in protecting themselves against Native Americans attacks?

Background Reading
Vocabulary terms/meanings I should know
Important facts from background reading
and use when I speak
that support my side

Preparing My Argument
My Claims
My Evidence and Reasoning to Support
(statements that support my arguments)
My Claims
1.

2.

My position:
The other side of the Argument
Opposing Claims
Opposing Evidence
1.

2.

Common Ground and Further Questions
We can agree…
We need further clarification on…
1.

2.

What is your final personal (not assigned) position on the issue? Explain using at least three pieces of evidence from the reading
and the discussion.

Reflection & Self-Assessment
Reflect on your participation in the discussion. What did you do well? What will you improve upon in future
discussions?
Stating my points /claims clearly:

Using evidence from the text:

Using reasoning with evidence to describe it in my own words:

Working with my partner:

Having eye contact:

Speaking loudly enough for my group to hear me:

Staying focused:

Listening and learning from the other side:

Helping the group to come to consensus:

Other:

I would assess myself with a

/ 25 for participation in the discussion today.

