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Activity Purpose: 
This activity is meant to simulate what pioneers had to go through when they decided to travel 

the “Oregon Trail”- one of the longest trails in North America (especially by foot!). Pioneers 

began their journey in Independence, Missouri, crossed the Missouri River, traveled through 

Chimney Rock, Nebraska until finally reaching the northwestern part of the state of Oregon.  

 

Included in Bundle (50+ Pages): 
 Teacher Tips Handout (5-pages) 
 Introductory Handout (5-pages)  
 Introductory Handout Answer Key 
 Group Procedures Handout (1-page)  
 Family Jobs for Teacher (1-page) 
 General Store Price List Cards (4-pages) 
 General Store Order Form (1-page) 
 General Store Cards (9-pages) 
 Oregon Trail Food Log (2-pages) 
 Oregon Trail Journal (2-pages) 
 Log and Journal Example (2-pages) 
 Dairy Tracking Journal (1-page) 
 Bullet Tracker Log (1-page) 
 My Trail Reflection Handout (1-page) 
 Project Choices (1-page)  
 Creating “Apps” Choice (1-page)  
 Trail Bucks (6-pages)  
 Health Cards (1-page)  
 Hunting Cards (1-page)  
 Random Events Cards (1-page) 
 River Crossing Cards (1-page) 
 Grading Rubric (1-page) 
 Game Board Extension Activity (6-pages)  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Oregon Trail 

Teacher Tips 
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Preparation:  
1. Each group will need the following documents:  

 Oregon Trail Journal (1 copy)  
 Oregon Trail Food Log (1 copy)  
 General Store Price List (1 copy) 

 Group Procedures (1 copy)  
 1-Set of each of the Oregon Trail Cards  

(Health, Hunting, Random Events, and River Crossing) 

 

2. Each student will need a copy of the following documents: 

 Introductory Handout 

 My Trail Reflection (to be used after activity) 

 Project Choices (optional) 

 

3. You will want to have the following printed off and ready for student use: 

 Trail Bucks (money)- Several copies and cut up ahead of time (optional) 

 General Store Cards- 1-2 copies of each and cut up ahead of time (optional) 

 General Store Order Forms- Each group will need 4-5 forms 

 Dairy Tracking Journal- 12-16 forms ready to go 

 Bullet Tracker Log- Several copies cut up and ready to go 

 

4. You will want to have the following printed off and ready for teacher use: 

 Introductory Handout Answer Key 

 Family Jobs for Teacher  Handout(enough forms for number of groups) 

 Oregon Trail Rubric 

 Log and Journal Example 
 
 

Prior to Simulation Activity: 
1. Begin with a brief discussion about the Oregon Trail and the opening story with Johansen 

from the Introductory Handout. 

2. Have your students fill out the left side of Johansen’s Journal (“What I Know Now”) from 

the Introductory Handout.  Provide 10-15 minutes and then discuss briefly when done. 

When their Oregon Trail journey is ending, students will want to fill in the right side of the 

journal.  

3. Have your students complete the rest of the Introductory Handout (vocabulary and map 

work). Students will probably need some additional resources for this. It’s up to you 

whether you have students work independently, with a partner, or in  small groups. 

4. After a discussion of the Introductory Handout, you may find it helpful to show students a 

video on the Oregon Trail (Internet, DVD, etc.). 
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Getting Started: 
1. You will want to read thru all of the teacher tips and locate the documents that are 

included in this interactive bundle. 

2. Students will need to be divided into wagon groups or families. The most effective group 

size is 3-4 students.  

3. Each group will need an amount of money to begin the activity in order to purchase 

supplies at the General Store. Between $700-$900 is a good start, but this will be up to 

you. You may want to mention to the students about the comparison in money from 1841 

to now. Let them know that $400 in 1841 would be worth about $10,000 today. $10 in 1841 

is equal to $250 dollars today. 

4. Groups should refer to the “General Store Price List” cards for descriptions of the supplies 

that they can purchase. Groups should use the “Order Form” for their purchases.  

5. As a teacher, you may choose to use the “Trail Bucks” and “General Store Cards” 

provided. If you use the cards, you will need to hand out the amount of money that you 

decided that each group would start with. The General Store Cards are used when 

groups purchase supplies, animals, etc. NOTE: You do not have to use the Trail Bucks or 

General Store Cards if you come up with another type of recording system. 

6. At this point, you will want to pass out the “Group Procedures” handout to each group 

and discuss as a class. This handout contains suggested items to purchase.  

7. Once students have made their purchases and you have recorded the roles of each 

group member, the students are ready to begin their journey. Provide each group with 

one die. Make sure students know how to fill out their logs and journals (see the following 

information or show your students the “Log and Journal” handout provided). 
 

The Oregon Trail Food Log: 
 Groups will use a die to move along the Oregon Trail. As they travel, they will need to 

keep track of their food on the “Oregon Trail Food Log”.   
 The distance between forts determines how many rolls the group will need to roll the die 

to determine the number of pounds of food they consumed. Please refer to the example 

below on how groups fill out their Oregon Trail Food Log. 
 

1= Family consumed 20 pounds 2= Family consumed 30 pounds 3= Family consumed 40 pounds 

4= Family consumed 50 pounds 5= Family consumed 60 pounds 6= Family consumed 70 pounds 
 

Record your starting food total (in pounds): _____________ 
 

 

Location/Rolls 
Please record the amount of food  

consumed for each roll in the space below. 

 

Total Food 

Consumed  
(in pounds) 

 

Remaining 

Food 
(in pounds) 

 

Independence (Missouri) to Kansas River (Kansas) 
 

Distance: 2 rolls of die 

  

 

Kansas River (Kansas) to Chimney Rock (Nebraska) 
 

Distance: 5 rolls of die 

  

 

Chimney Rock (Nebraska) to Fort Laramie (Wyoming) 
 

Distance: 2 rolls of die 

  

 

Total food purchased at Fort Laramie: __________ Pounds  
 

Other food losses or gains (dairy journal, river crossing, etc.): __________ Pounds 
 

My family now has a total of __________ pounds. 
 

700 pounds 

2, 5 (30 + 60= 90) 
90 pounds 610 pounds 

6, 5, 1, 1, 3 
210 pounds 400 pounds 

4, 2 
80 pounds 320 pounds 

500 

-275 

545 

300 pounds lost in river and 25 pounds gained from cow= -275 
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Oregon Trail Journal: 
 Groups will use a die to move along the Oregon Trail. As they travel, they will need to 

keep track of the rolls and events on the “Oregon Trail Journal”.  It is important that 

students refer to the chart in their journal (see below) for each roll of the die.  

 Health Card- If a group rolls a “2” or “5”, it must choose a Health Card.  
 Random Events Card- If a group rolls a “3” or “6”, it must choose a Random Events Card. 
 Hunting Card- If a group rolls a “1” or “4”, it must choose a Hunting Card. 
 River Crossing Card-When a group reaches a river, it will need to pick a River Crossing 

Card to see if they made it across. In some instances, the wagon will make it across fine. 

In other cases, the wagon may tip, drowning pioneers, oxen, or cause a loss of supplies. 
 

1= Pick “Hunting” card* 2= Pick “Health” card 3= Pick “Random Event” card 

4= Pick “Hunting” card* 5= Pick “Health” card 6= Pick “Random Event” card 
 

*If your group does not have a rifle or bullets, then you cannot pick a hunting card. 
 

 

 

Oregon Trail 

Location 

 

Rolls 
Circle what  

you rolled. 

 

Journal Notes 
Write down the events  

for each roll below. 
 

 

Independence (Missouri) 

to Kansas River (Kansas) 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Cross 

Kansas River 

 

Your family must pick a 

“River Crossing” card. 

 

 

 

 

Kansas River (Kansas)  

to  

Chimney Rock (Nebraska) 

 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 3: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 4: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 5: 1  2  3  4  5  6  
 

 

Chimney Rock (Nebraska) 

to Fort Laramie (Wyoming) 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  
 

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6 
 

Fort 

Laramie 

 
If you purchased supplies, 

record them to the right: 
 

 

 
 

 
Ending the Oregon Trail 

 When the journey is over, have groups share with the rest of  

the class what their fate was, what hardships they encountered,  

and how they would feel if this were real life?  

 Students should complete their “My Trail Journal” handout and  

do an optional project if you wish. 

 Students should also fill in the right side of their “Johansen’s Journal” 

 A grading rubric is also provided if you choose to use it.  
 

 

Diphtheria but have medicine kit 

Broken leg; need to trade for kit 

Wagon tipped over; lost two supplies  

& 300 pounds of food 

Shot antelope; add 40 pounds of food 

Thunderstorm; get rid of 2 supplies 

Rattlesnake bite but have medicine 

Missed buffalo 

Shot buffalo; add 150 pounds of food 

Sunny day; add two supplies 

Fell out of wagon but will be fine 

Wagon wheel, cow,  

2 spokes, rope 
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Other Helpful Tips:   
 Bullets- During the westward movement, pioneers did not have bullets. Instead, a process 

involving gunpowder, lead, and a powder horn was used. For the purpose of this simulation, 

however, students will use “bullets” for hunting. 

 Buying a Cow- If a group decides to buy a cow, be sure to provide the group with a Dairy 

Journal. This form is filled out when a group reaches a destination point (forts and Oregon 

City). A cow can provide a group with dairy products, which is determined by the roll of a die. 

 General Store Price List Cards- You will want to print off a set of these cards for each group. 

You can staple or bind them together with small metal ring. 

 Trail Cards- In order to monitor the picking of cards (Health, Random Events, Hunting, and 

River Crossing) a little better, you may find it helpful to keep these cards at the general store 

location and have the wagon master pick the card and then bring it back to his/her group. 

When the group has recorded it on their journal, they should return it to the general store. This 

would mean that you would not have to print off four sets for each group. 

 Reaching a Fort (General Store)- When a group reaches a fort (general store), you may want 

to require that the wagon master bring the following for you to check over: Oregon Trail Food 

Log, Oregon Trail Journal, supply order form, and any trail bucks (if you chose to use them). 

This may make it easier to help the groups with correct purchases and to give them advice. 

 Trading- Often times families would help each other out on the Oregon Trail. It is up to you 

whether or not you want to allow wagon groups to trade with each other if they run low on 

supplies.  

 Engaging Students: On the first day of the Oregon Trail, your students may be shocked when 

they see their teacher wearing a dress and bonnet or suspenders, straw hat, flannel shirt, 

boots, and trousers as he/she reads the opening scenario of Johansen and his journey. 

Students will really get into it! At the general store, you may want to stay “in character” and 

converse with the wagon master like he/she was actually on the Oregon Trail. A poster of the 

Oregon Trail set up in the room, along with a general store sign made with tag board may 

add to the atmosphere. You may also find that music such as “Home on the Range” and 

other camp tunes may add to the experience. 

 Game Board- There is also an optional game board activity that students can play when the 

Oregon Trail simulation is finished. 
 

FAQ (Frequently Asked Questions) 
 

How much class time does this take? 
This activity, from the Introductory Handout to the completion of any projects, may take up to four or five 

45-minute class periods. Of course, this is all dependent on how in-depth you go with the introduction and 

if you choose to have your students do any projects. 
 

How do you manage the classroom when the groups are working at their own pace? 
Student groups will be working at their own pace, but you may find it helpful to have groups wait for other 

groups to catch up once they reach certain destinations (Fort Laramie, Fort Boise, and Fort Walla Walla). 

In other words, have groups wait at Fort Laramie until all groups have reached that destination. While 

students are waiting, they could be looking over their supplies or could read over the project choices. This 

is one way to be sure that all groups are following the directions. It also gives you the opportunity to 

address common issues and answer any questions. 
 

What happens if someone dies? 
If a pioneer would happen to die, which many did on the Oregon Trail, that student can still participate in 

the activity. The student would reflect on it when he/she fills out the “My Reflection Journal”. This is also the 

case if an entire family would die. They would continue the activity but would refer to it when filling out 

their reflections. 
 

What happens if a group (family) runs out of money to buy anything? 
This may happen. If it does, groups can return supplies (wheels, animals, etc.) in exchange for money. If 

this is not possible, they could get some help with a loan that they would hopefully be able to pay off 

when the activity is over. If they cannot pay it off, that is okay but should be noted in their reflections. 
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The Real Story of the Oregon Trail 

Johansen’s Journey   
 

Pioneer ____________________ Date ____________ Class ____ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

“My name is Johansen. I rode the trail. I lived the trail. Like 

many others, I began my journey to the Oregon Territory in 

Independence, Missouri. I used to live on a farm. I used to milk 

the cows every morning. Mother would always make her “special” 

biscuits for breakfast. A drought made it real difficult for my 

family. That’s why we decided to travel west with the other 

families in our rickety wagon and our oxen, Bull and Grace.”  
 

“It took six months to travel the 2,000 miles. And like others, my 

family overloaded the wagon with so much food and other 

supplies that we had to take turns riding. I made most of the 

entire 2,000 mile journey on foot. My uncle drowned crossing the 

river. I watched my younger sister die from cholera. I saw oxen 

die every day. I got cold. I got tired. I got sick, too. I witnessed 

my good friend die of starvation. They laid him to rest on the 

side of the trail.” 
 

“People always ask me, ‘Was the journey worth it?’ I usually tell 

them yes. Would I be willing to do it over again? Well… I’ve 

been asked that question several times. My usual answer is, 

‘Probably not’. But after thinking further about the question, I 

realize that my experience could be valuable to others. So…I’d 

be happy to guide you and your family to a better way of life. 

Thank you for taking the time to listen to my story. And I thank 

you for taking the opportunity to live your own story…” 
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Johansen’s Journal 
 

Directions:  Before you participate in the Oregon Trail activity, take a few minutes to  

fill out the left side of the “Johansen’s Journal” below and on the following page.  

Then, fill out the right side after you discuss each topic as a class or after you participate in 

the activity.  
 
 

 

Before Journey  

What I Know Now… 
Take some time to fill out the left  

side of this table about what you  

know about the topics listed. 

 

After Journey  

What I Learned… 
Take some time to fill out the  

right side of this table about what  

you learned about the topics listed. 
 

Why do you think people wanted to go to the Oregon Territory? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

What were some of the hardships that the pioneers faced? 

  
 
 
 
 
 

What were buffalo chips and what did the pioneers use them for? 
  

 
 
 
 
 

What did the pioneer children do for fun? 
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Johansen’s Journal 
 

Directions:  Before you participate in the Oregon Trail activity, take a few minutes to  

fill out the left side of the “Johansen’s Journal” below and on the following page.  

Then, fill out the right side after you discuss each topic as a class or after you participate in 

the activity.  
 
 

 

Before Journey  

What I Know Now… 
Take some time to fill out the left  

side of this table about what you  

know about the topics listed. 

 

After Journey  

What I Learned… 
Take some time to fill out the  

right side of this table about what  

you learned about the topics listed. 
 

Why did the wagon trains form a circle overnight? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Where did the pioneers sleep? 

  
 
 
 
 
 

What did the pioneers eat? 
  

 
 
 
 
 

What was it like to ride in a covered wagon? 
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Oregon Trail 

Vocabulary 
Directions: As you participate in this adventure, try to match the vocabulary to the correct 

meanings. You may have to look some of these up in a dictionary, use the Internet, or get some 

help from your teacher.  
 
 

1. ___ Hardtack  

 

a. The fat of some animals that is used to make candles and 

soap 

 

2. ___ Molasses  

 

b. A disease marked by inflammation of the lower part of the 

bowels 

 

3. ___ Dutch Oven  c. A pale yellow liquid, usually obtained from the castor 

bean and is used to help someone go to the bathroom 

 

4. ___ Tallow  d. A disease causing swollen and bleeding gums due to a 

diet lacking in Vitamin C (to avoid this, pioneers would eat 

a lot of pickles) 

 

5. ___ Whetstone  e. A small metal utensil that is open in front and is used for 

roasting over an open fire 

 

6. ___ Malaria  f. An infectious and usually deadly disease characterized by 

severe diarrhea and vomiting 

 

7. ___ Cholera  

 

g. A stone for sharpening knives and other tools 

8. ___ Diphtheria  

 

h. A pin inserted through the end of an axle to keep the 

wheel on 

 

9. ___ Dysentery  

 

i. A small tool for boring holes 

10. ___ Scurvy  j. Disease transmitted by the bite of an infected mosquito 

which causes episodes of chills and fever 

 

11. ___ Quinine  

 

k. A thick syrup 

12. ___ Castor oil  l. A medicine obtained from cinchona bark that is mainly 

used in the treatment of malaria 

 

13. ___ Morphine  

 

m. A hard, salt-less biscuit 

14. ___ Gimlet  n. Infectious disease characterized by the formation of a 

false membrane in the air passages, especially the throat 

 

15. ___ Linchpin  o. Used in medicine as a pain reliever 
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Oregon Trail 

Map Work 
 

 

Directions: Do the following on the map below. You may need to use an Internet or other source 

for some of this.  
1. Put a star where Independence, Missouri is located. Label the star. 

2. Put a star where Oregon City, Oregon is located. Label the star. 

3. Draw in and label the Kansas River, Green River, and Snake River. 

4. Draw dashed lines (-----) where the Oregon Trail was located. 
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Oregon Trail Journal 
 
Family Name ____________________________________ Date _____________ Class _______ 

 

Family Members _______________________________________________________________________________ 

Instructions: This is your family’s “journal” for the Oregon Trail. It is important for you to refer to the 

chart below for each roll of the die.  
 

1= Pick “Hunting” card* 2= Pick “Health” card 3= Pick “Random Event” card 

4= Pick “Hunting” card* 5= Pick “Health” card 6= Pick “Random Event” card 
 

*If your group does not have a rifle or bullets, then you cannot pick a hunting card. 
 

 

Oregon Trail 

Location 

 

Rolls 
Circle what  

you rolled. 

 

Journal Notes 
Write down the events  

for each roll below. 
 

 

Independence (Missouri) 

to Kansas River (Kansas) 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Cross 

Kansas River 

 

Your family must pick a 

“River Crossing” card. 

 

 

 

 

Kansas River (Kansas)  

to  

Chimney Rock (Nebraska) 

 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 3: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 4: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 5: 1  2  3  4  5  6  
 

 

Chimney Rock (Nebraska) 

to Fort Laramie (Wyoming) 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  
 

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6 
 

Fort 

Laramie 

 
If you purchased supplies, 

record them to the right: 
 

 

 
 

Fort Laramie (Wyoming)  

to  

South Pass (Wyoming) 

 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 3: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 4: 1  2  3  4  5  6  
 

South Pass (Wyoming) 

to Green River (Wyoming) 
 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6 
 

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Cross 

Green River 

 

Your family must pick a 

“River Crossing” card. 
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Oregon Trail Journal 
 
Instructions: This is your family’s “journal” for the Oregon Trail. It is important for you to refer to the 

chart below for each roll of the die.  
 

1= Pick “Hunting” card* 2= Pick “Health” card 3= Pick “Random Event” card 

4= Pick “Hunting” card* 5= Pick “Health” card 6= Pick “Random Event” card 
 

*If your group does not have a rifle or bullets, then you cannot pick a hunting card. 
 

 

Oregon Trail 

Location 

 

Rolls 
Circle what  

you rolled. 

 

Journal Notes 
Write down the events  

for each roll below. 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Green River (Wyoming)  

to  

Fort Boise (Idaho) 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 3: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 4: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 5: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Fort 

Boise 

 

If you purchased supplies, 

record them to the right: 
 

 

 
 

Fort Boise (Idaho)  

to  

Fort Walla Walla 

(Washington) 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 3: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 4: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Fort 

Walla Walla 

 

If you purchased supplies, 

record them to the right: 
 

 

 

 

Fort Walla Walla 

(Washington) to  

Fall River (Oregon) 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 3: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Cross 

Fall River 

 
Your family must pick a 

“River Crossing” card. 

 

 

 

Fall River (Oregon) to 

Oregon City (Oregon) 

 

Roll 1: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 2: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Roll 3: 1  2  3  4  5  6  

Congratulations! 

Your family made it to Oregon City. 

…And what a journey it was! 
 


