
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Unit Title: European Exploration of the Americas 

Unit Designers: Fifth Grade Team 

Level(s): Fifth Grade Time Span: 4 weeks 

 
Content Area: 

Career Prep                Health/PE            M&C Languages   Social Studies                  
English Language Arts                Mathematics            Science & Tech                 Visual & Perf. Arts 

 
Summary of Unit: 
The desire for wealth, adventure, and the scarcity of goods motivated Europeans to explore the world.  
From the Vikings to the Spanish Conquistadores, these explorations led to many new discoveries for the 
Europeans, including an all water route to Asia for silks, spices and riches.  The economic impact on the 
Europeans included the creation of a new social class and increased supply and demand as well as 
bartering between cultures.  The explorations eventually led to the discovery of the new world and the 
spread of European culture to the cultures that inhabited this land.  
 
Content Standards/Performance Indicators:  
C. Economics 
C.1. Economic Knowledge, Concepts, Themes, and Patterns :  Students understand personal 
economics and the basis of the economies of the community, Maine, the United States, and various 
regions of the world.  

a. Explain that economics includes the study of scarcity which leads to economic choices about what 
goods and services will be produced, how they will be distributed, and for whom they will be 
produced.  

 
D. Geography 
D.1. Geographic Knowledge, Concepts, Themes, and Patterns:  Students understand the geography of 
the community, Maine, the United States, and various regions of the world  

b. Create visual representations of the world, showing a basic understanding of the geographic grid, 
including the equator and prime meridian.  
c. Identify the Earth’s major geographic features such as continents, oceans, major mountains, and 
rivers using a variety of geographic tools.  

 
E. History 
E.1. Historical Knowledge, Concepts, Themes, and Patterns:  Students understand various major eras 
in the history of the community, Maine, and the United States.  

b. Identify various major historical eras, major enduring themes, turning points, events, consequences, 
persons, and timeframes, in the history of the community, Maine, and the United States. 
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Key Knowledge And Skills Students Will Acquire: 
Students will: 

 acquire map skills 
 gain knowledge about world geography 
 learn that European exploration was motivated by the desire for adventure, wealth, power, and the 

eventual spread of their religion 
 through exploration and conquest, Europeans became aware that the world was much greater than 

they originally thought 
 learn that the land we call America was unknown to the Europeans until 1492 

 
How students will provide evidence of their understandings: 
Students will provide evidence of their understandings in the following ways: 

 construct and label a variety of maps 
 compare the attributes of various explorations (mode of transportation, purpose, results.....) 
 selected instructional practice from classroom text and materials 
 End of Unit Assessment: Bringing in the Goods 

 
Key Pre-Requisite Knowledge and Skills: 
Students should be able: 

 read a map 
 create a compass rose 
 recognize important or relevant information from written materials 

 
Enduring Understandings:   
Overarching Enduring Understandings: 
Societies have limited resources. 
People's actions are influenced by different motivations. 

 
Unit Specific Enduring Understandings: 
European exploration resulted in interaction between many different cultures. 
European exploration was influenced by different motivations. 
 
Essential Questions that Guide and Focus This Unit:  
Overarching Essential Questions: 
Why do people explore? 
 
Vocabulary:
merchants 
navigation 
prime meridian 
meridian 
latitude 
longitude 
caravels 

compass 
economics 
distribution 
scarcity 
services 
route 
voyage 

colony 
profit 
astrolabe 
equator 
barter 
continent 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Teaching and Learning Experiences Used To Help Students Understand: 
Students will participate in a variety of the following learning experiences: 
 
 Hook:  Read aloud:  Encounter by Jane Yolen or Introduce a travel log sample created by  the teacher 

and tell students they will be creating their own travel logs as each explorer is studied 
 constructing and labeling maps (D1b/D1c) 
 reading various materials and gathering data about individual explorations (E1b) 
 playing interactive games on web sites (E1b) 
      http://www.ucalgary.ca/applied_history/tutor/eurvoya/index.swf  

http://edsitement.neh.gov/M_Polo_flash_page.asp 
 role playing indirect access to goods vs. direct access to goods (C1a) 
 economics: classroom “way to goes” (classroom money) can be used to demonstrated scarcity, 

demand, profit, and loss (C1a) 
 videos (E1b/C1a) 
 
 
How technology will be used to increase student achievement: 
The following websites can be used for interactive play: 
Marco Polo interactive map:   
 http://www.ucalgary.ca/applied_history/tutor/eurvoya/index.swf 
Dias, da Gama and Columbus interactive maps:  http://edsitement.neh.gov/M_Polo_flash_page.asp 
 
Instructional Resources: 
The United States, Volume II 
Our Country, Silver Burdett Ginny 
Explor-A-Maze, Scholastic 
Usborne Book of Explorers from Columbus to Armstrong, Scholastic 
Atlas of Exploration, Scholastic 
 
 
 

Attach a copy of the unit assessment, including a STANDARDS-BASED rubric 
 or criteria for evaluation of student achievement. 

 
Bringing in the Goods 
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