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The Real Christopher Columbus Unit
 (Designed for a combined 5th and 6th grade classroom)

Christopher Columbus a national hero?  Most Native Americans are offended by
this notion and are adamant about abolishing a national holiday that honors a
man who was responsible for the spread of greed, cruelty, and eventually
genocide. This unit on Christopher Columbus is designed to enhance students’
ability to critically think and analyze material presented in a classroom.  They
will be presented with a wide array of facts from a multitude of sources as well
as differing perspectives so that they can form their own opinions about
whether Columbus Day deserves to be one of our eight national holidays. Some
of the expected outcomes are:

 Students will be able to read and interpret a historic primary source and
formulate their own ideas about Christopher Columbus.

 Students will be able to better appraise the veracity and reliability of
resources.

 Students will be able to express their opinions both written and verbally
in a well-organized and mature manner.

 Students will learn to critically analyze information presented in a
traditional school setting, recognizing bias and perspective influences an
author’s writing.



The Columbus Day Dilemma

Is Christopher Columbus deserving of a national holiday? If not, how

should educators approach the popular yet controversial subject in the

classroom?

Columbus Day has raised eyebrows since 1971 when President Nixon

declared the second Monday of October a national holiday in honor of an

Italian-born explorer who sailed under the Spanish flag (History.com, 2007).

If Columbus had actually discovered America, which he did not, the issue of

whether to honor him with a national holiday despite his questionable

character might be a really difficult decision. Yet not only did Columbus

never set foot on mainland North America (a Norwegian Viking by the name

of Leif Erickson did so in the late tenth century), but he thought he had

reached India, not some “new world” as it was referred to. Credited with

“discovering” a place already flourishing with a peaceful native people, he

called them “Indians” because of his ignorance and serious underestimation

of the earth’s circumference (by a factor of five).

Columbus is credited with many other achievements for which he is

undeserving. For example, Greek geography Ptolemy of the second century

AD, proved the earth was round, not Columbus. Ptolemy did this by pointing

out that the shadow of the earth on the moon is always round during an



eclipse and that you can see the mast of a ship even after the hull is gone

over the horizon. Students who attended medieval university were taught

the spherical globe, even though a large portion of the uneducated

population still thought of the world as flat. In addition, Columbus

embarked on his first voyage thinking there were no continents left to be

discovered. That is why he assumed the Native Amercians he encountered

were Indian, not a people unknown to Europeans (Morison, 1965).

Myths aside, history books show a quite different side to the man who

explored under the banner of Christ. Columbus’s personal journal entries

indicate that his quest for gold and power may have been his primary

motivation for his exploration.  Perhaps harder to ignore are accounts of his

mistreatment of natives who had graciously welcomed him and his men. As

Columbus wrote to Queen Isabella, “They invite you to share anything they

possess, and show as much love as if their hearts went with it.” He went on

to write that the natives could be “subjugated and compelled to anything

one wishes.”  As it turned out, he wished they would find him large

amounts of gold that simply did not exist in those regions. Not only did he

enslave the native peoples, but his relentless pursuit of riches later inspired

him to start the North American slave trade from Africa (Morison, 1965).



Under Columbus’s governance, atrocities that do not show up in many

school textbooks occurred with regularity.  Failure to meet a quota meant

losing a hand (many bled to death). Others were crucified, in rows of

thirteen – one for Christ and his twelve apostles. There are even horrific

accounts of Columbus’s men feeding native babies to their dogs during

times when food became scarce. In addition to the intentional harm

unleashed upon the peaceful natives, Europeans brought diseases with them

to the Americas for which the natives had no immunity or treatment.  Only

a few decades later, millions of natives had been wiped out, leaving only a

scattering of a culture that had existed for centuries before Columbus’s

arrival (Davis, 2003).

So why does the United States celebrate this man when there are so

many other men and women who truly deserve a national holiday? Benjamin

Franklin has no holiday, but his contributions were both civically and

scientifically monumental. Unlike Columbus, Franklin is a true American

hero in every sense of the word. What should concern educators, parents,

and lawmakers alike is the message that a holiday like this sends to

American children. Revering a man whose cruelty was oftentimes on par

with Adolph Hitler’s, is a disturbing reality. In the classroom, students need

to be given all the facts that social studies lessons can provide so they can

make their own determination about what kind of a man Columbus really



was and if we should continue to honor him with a national holiday, or at

all.
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Lesson One

Discovery Education Columbus Video

OVERVIEW:
Students will watch a high quality, historically accurate video as an engaging
activity at the beginning of their Columbus unit. After the 20-minute video is
over, students will draw pictures of some of the supplies necessary for a 15-
century transatlantic journey.

MA STATE SOCIAL STUDIES FRAMEWORK STRAND(S) AND OR NCSS STRANDS:

Grade 5 Learning Standard 5.3:
 Explain why trade routes to Asia had been closed in the 15th

century and trace the voyages of at least four of the explorers listed
below. Describe what each explorer sought when he began his journey,
what he found, and how his discoveries changed the image of the world,
especially the maps used by explorers. (H, G, E)

A. Vasco Nuñez de Balboa
B. John and Sebastian Cabot
C. Jacques Cartier
D. Samuel de Champlain
E. Christopher Columbus
F. Henry Hudson
G. Ferdinand Magellan
H. Juan Ponce de Leon
I. Amerigo Vespucci

TECHNOLOGY OBJECTIVE: By showing a 2006 Discovery Education re-enactment
video as the activating activity, students will be transported back to the late
15th century.

STUDENT OBJECTIVE: Through the use of this historically accurate visual aid,
the students will be able to recognize and assess the enormous challenges and
primitive conditions that early explorers faced. They will be able to appreciate
the danger and uncertainty that existed with ocean travel and the motivation
behind such an endeavor. They will begin to identify the materials required to
make such a voyage and compare the technology of the 15th century to that of
today.



MATERIALS/RESOURCES:

1. A television or projection screen set up to play a video from a computer.
2. Access to the video: Christopher Columbus: Voyager to a New World.

Discovery Channel School(2006). Retrieved August 6, 2007, from
unitedstreaming: http://www.unitedstreaming.com/

3. Supplies for Columbus Coloring Sheet

METHODS:

1. Tell the students that when the lights go off, you will be entering a
time machine that will take you back over 500 years, to the great age
of exploration.

2. Ask them to pay close attention to the kinds of objects, equipment,
provisions, etc. that were required for a successful voyage across the
unknown sea. They should jot down notes about these items as they
will be drawing pictures of them after the video.

3. Show the short video (22 minutes) Christopher Columbus: Voyager to
a New World from Discovery Channel School
(www.unitedstreaming.com).

4. Show the video.
5. When it’s finished, invite the class to discuss their impressions of the

video. Get them to compare how different life was then as compared
to now.

6. Hand out the Supplies for Columbus Coloring Sheet and give them 20
minutes to draw as many items from the voyage as they can
remember.

7. After 20 minutes have the students meet together. Go around the
room and have students share one of their items with the class until
there are no more new items to share.

ASSESSMENT/EVALUATION: Because this is meant to be an engaging activity,
there will be no assessment other than students’ behavior during the video.

ADAPTATIONS: For ESL students, the video is available in subtitles.



Lesson Two

Differing Columbus Perspectives

OVERVIEW:
Students will read two differing accounts of Columbus’s first landing in the
Americas and then write a short story about what it would be like if aliens
landed nearby.

MA STATE SOCIAL STUDIES FRAMEWORK STRAND(S):
Grade 5 History and Geography Concept 2:

Interpret timelines of events studied. (H)

Grade 5 Learning Standard 5.3:
 Explain why trade routes to Asia had been closed in the 15th

century and trace the voyages of at least four of the explorers listed
below. Describe what each explorer sought when he began his journey,
what he found, and how his discoveries changed the image of the world,
especially the maps used by explorers. (H, G, E)

A. Vasco Nuñez de Balboa
B. John and Sebastian Cabot
C. Jacques Cartier
D. Samuel de Champlain
E. Christopher Columbus
F. Henry Hudson
G. Ferdinand Magellan
H. Juan Ponce de Leon
I. Amerigo Vespucci

MA STATE ELA FRAMEWORK STRAND(S):
Language Strand:

Standard 6: Formal and Informal English: Students will describe,
analyze, and use appropriately formal and informal English.

• Write stories using formal language in prose.
Reading and Literature Strand:

Standard 9: Making Connections: Students will deepen their
understanding of a literary or non-literary work by relating it to its
contemporary context or historical background.

Standard 11: Theme: Students will identify, analyze, and apply
knowledge of theme in a literary work and provide evidence from the
text to support their understanding.

• Apply knowledge of the concept that theme refers to the main
idea and meaning of a literary passage or selection.



Composition Strand:
Standard 19: Writing: Students will write with a clear focus, coherent

organization, and sufficient detail.

STUDENT OBJECTIVE:
Students will recognize the differing perspectives of European and Native
Americans concerning European colonization. They will extrapolate this
perspective to create a well-organized and reasonably plausible short story.

MATERIALS/RESOURCES:
 Encounter (1992) by Jane Yolen, illustrated by David Shannon
 An American textbook with information about Columbus discovering the

New World or another picture book with a Euro-centric view of Columbus
(such as Columbus (1955) by Ingri & Edgar Parin)

 A book of optical illusions (with a picture that has two images based on
how you look at it)

 Question/parameter sheet for short story.

METHODS:
1. Anticipatory Set (Lead-In): Show a small portion of the class the optical

illusion from one view. Show the rest of the class the optical illusion
from the other view.

2. Ask the class what they saw and point out the discrepancy between the
two groups. Explain perspective.

3. Read aloud from the textbook or other picture book about Columbus
discovering America.

4. Read aloud Encounter by Jane Yolen, and point out the characterization
of Columbus and the welcome he received from the Taino.

5. Discuss the differences in the two texts and the perspective of each.
6. Read aloud the author's note in Encounter. Discuss the impact of

Columbus' "discovery" of America on the Taino and on Europeans.

Plan for Independent Practice: Have children read other books about
Columbus, Native Americans and colonization of America.

7. Creative Writing (Reflect Anticipatory Set): Have the students create a
short story addressing the following questions:



 What would happen if aliens landed several large spaceships in
Boston (or whatever major city is closest) today?

 What might they look like?

 How would they be received by the locals?

 What if they have weapons?

 What are some of the things think they might want?

Students should make their story as realistic as possible based on
Boston’s current technology, geography, population, government, etc.
Tell them the story must be descriptive, well-organized, and coherent.

8. Draw a Book Cover: Ideally, students should be given some time in class
shortly thereafter to draw a picture for the front cover of their book.

ASSESSMENT/EVALUATION:
Students will be assessed based on whether the students integrate the
parameters of the writing assignment and whether the piece shows an
understanding of perspective. In addition, they will be graded on their
organization, grammar usage, spelling, vocabulary choice, and overall
creativity within the guidelines.

ADAPTATIONS:
ESL or learning disabled students may opt to tell their story entirely from
pictures instead. The book should include some bits of text if possible, but
should tell the same story regardless.

REFERENCE:

http://www.lessonplanspage.com/SSLATwoPerspectivesColumbusDay46.htm






