
In this lesson, students experience the trials and tribulations of homesteading by following 
the experiences of a homesteader. They will learn about the significance of the Homestead 
Act, and then they’ll follow five years of homesteading life to see the difficulties of 
homesteading. As a culminating activity, students will learn about Populism and connect that 
topic to the experience of homesteading. 

Great for grades 6 - 9!

What was it like to be a 
homesteader in the west? 
How did the homestead act help to 
bring the rise of the Populist 
movement?

8.3 EXPANSION AND IMPERIALISM: 
Beginning in the second half of the 
19th century, economic, political, 
and cultural factors contributed to 
a push for westward expansion and 
more aggressive United States 
foreign policy.

Students will learn about 
homesteading and follow the 
experiences of a homesteader as 
they attempt to prove up and claim 
land. 

8.3a.1 - Students will examine the 
effects of the transcontinental 
railroad on the movement toward 
westward expansion. 

8.2e.1 - Students will examine the 
Populist Party as a reform effort by 
farmers in response to 
industrialization.

Review the lesson. Make copies of the handout for students (pages 1-5). Then, make a copy 
of the homesteader cards on one color of paper, and the Help or Hazard cards on a second 
color. Cut out the cards. You will only need one copy for the full class! There are 32 
homesteader cards and 64 Help or Hazard cards. Teachers should also review the 
presentation to make sure that they’re clear how the simulation will progress.

Discuss page 1 with students. Teachers can read the text to student, have 
students read, or use the presentation for review. There are many options 
depending the needs of the class. Also, have students take the little quiz 
individually to make sure that they retained the basic information and details (15 
min.) (slides 1-5)

Next, pass out homesteader cards to students and have them fill out a 
homesteading certificate. (NOTE: Teachers can have students fill out individual 
homesteader profiles or in pairs. Pairing off students will make the simulation 
faster) It looks complicated, but the slideshow takes the students through the 
process step-by-step. I find it helpful for students to complete this task, as it 
centers them in the history. (They are not becoming a homesteader, but this 
experience provides a bit of historical context.) (10 min.) (slides 6-8)

Start the homesteading simulation. Click onto slide 9 and read the text aloud. 
With each slide, read the text out loud as necessary. I’ve found that it’s necessary 
to read through all of year 1. After that point, I have students read what they 
rolled and give a thumbs up or thumbs down to the class. 

Click to slide 10 and have the students add or subtract from 160. Then, have 
students take (or pass out) a help or hazard card. They can read what happened 
to them and then fill out their homesteader worksheet. I like to ask the class to 
share and random or interesting events that happened to them. Make sure to 
collect back these cards after each round and re-sort the deck! 

Repeat this process for years 2-5. (This will depend on the number of 
minutes you have for each class period. I have 40 minutes, so I try to get through 
the first two years by the end of class). 

Have students finish the remaining rounds. Discuss who was able to prove up and 
who had to move on. (20 min.)

Then, discuss slides 43 and 44. If teacher run out of time, they can have students 
complete the remaining questions regarding populism for homework. (20 min.)

NOTE: With the way that the numbers work out, about 50% of students should be 
able to “prove up” the homesteader’s claim. This number is slightly under the total 
of homesteaders that were actually successful. However, given the possible rate of 
“fraud” among the students, they number successful might end up slightly hirer - 
and in line with the results of the actual land claims relating to the Homestead Act. 
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Peacefield History utilized many resources in the creation of this lesson. They 
include, but are not limited to the following: 

● Richard Edwards, Homesteading the Plains: Towards A New History 
http://exhibits.lib.umt.edu/omeka/files/original/152,b3,f7,-h-cert-2_d23d71a7af.jpg

● https://www.washingtonruralheritage.org/digital/collection/whitman/id/724/
● https://courses.lumenlearning.com/suny-ushistory2os2xmaster/chapter/homest

eading-dreams-and-realities/#:~:text=The%20land%20was%20difficult%20to,or
%20have%20goods%20sent%20out.

● https://www.thirteen.org/wnet/frontierhouse/frontierlife/essay6.html
● https://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=2&psid=3126
● https://ohiohistorycentral.org/w/Grange
● https://www.archives.gov/files/publications/prologue/2012/winter/homestead.p

df

Student Sources:
● A copy of the handout (pages 1-5)

Teacher Sources:
● Link the printed handout and cards in Google Slides (One one copy of the 

cards is necessary, however, teachers may wish to to have some extras on hand just 
in case.)

● Link to the Classroom Presentation - this is to be used in coordination with the 
student handout. 
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of the Land Office at ________________________________________________________________________________________, whereby it appears that pursuant to the Act of Congress 

approved ____________________________________ “To secure Homesteads to Actual Settlers on the Public Domain,” and the acts supplemental there to, the claim 

of ________________________________________________________________________________________________ has been established and duly consummated, on conformity to law, for the 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Now you’ll receive a profile card the describes the life of a specific homesteader. The profiles are 
fictionalized (meaning some details have been changed or modified), but the profiles based on 
real people.  Based on the information on the profile card, fill out the homesteading certificate 
below. 

To all whom these presents shall come, Greeting:

Whereas There has been deposited in the GENERAL LAND OFFICE of the United States a Certificate of the Register

according to the Official Plat of the Survey of the said Land, returned to the GENERAL LAND OFFICE by the Surveyor General:

Now know ye, That there is, therefore, granted by the United States unto the said _______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________the tract of Land above described: To have and to hold the said tract of Land, with the appurtenances 

thereor, unto the said ________________________________________________________________________________________________________ and to ___________________________________

heirs and assigns forever; subject to any vested and accrued water rights for mining, agricultural, manufacturing, or other purposes, and the rights to ditches and reservoirs used in

connection with such water rights, as may be recognized and acknowledged by the local customs, laws, and decisions of the courts, and also subject to the right of the proprietor of a vein

or lode to extract and remove his ore therefrom, should the same be found to penetrate or intersect the premises hereby granted, as provided by law. 

In testimony whereof I, ___________________________________________________, President of the United States of America,

have caused these letters to be made Patent, and the seal of the General Land Office to be hereunto affixed.

Given under my hand, at the City of _____________________ the ________________________________, in the year of our Lord one thousand 

eight hundred and ________________________, and of the independence of the United States the one hundred and _____________________

By the President: ____________________________________________

By ___________M.Smith________, Secretary.

L.G. Lander, Recorder of the General Land Office.

Homestead Certificate No. ________
APPLICATION ______________

Name ________________________
Social Studies

Before we begin, let’s make sure that you’re understand remember the basic facts relating to 
this topic. Read through each statement below. Mark the true statements with a check 
mark.

____ 1. The Homestead Act was created during the Civil War. That’s why Confederates weren’t 
allowed to apply. 

____2. The Homestead Act applied only to white men who were 21 or older.

____3. Two-thirds of the land in the west was cultivated by homesteaders who claimed land 
through the Homestead Act. 

____ 4. Exodusters mainly moved to Tennessee. 

____ 5. The Homestead Act allowed immigrants to apply. 

____ 6. Exodusters were Black Americans who were frustrated by their experiences in the Jim 
Crow south. 
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Questions review 
reading about 
the Homestead 
Act. 

Slide show guides 
students as they 
complete the fill 
out the 
homesteading 
certificate.



Homestead Certificate No: 0121

Name: Anderson, Lars

Gender: Male

Place of Origin: Sweden

Place: Montana

Application Date: 11/20/1891

Homestead Certificate No. 0129

Name: Thomas, James R. 

Gender: Male

Place of Origin: Alabama

Place: Masters, Colorado

Application Date: 8/30/1889

Homestead Certificate No: 0122

Name: Reynolds, John P.

Gender: Male

Place of Origin: Pennsylvania

Place: Gandy, Logan Country, Nebraska

Application Date: 1/9/1888

Homestead Certificate No: 0577

Name: Byrne, Mary

Gender: Female

Place of Origin: Ireland

Place: Indiana

Application Date: 9/18/1888

Homestead Certificate No. 0320

Name: Jackson, Oliver S.

Gender: Male

Place of Origin: Ohio

Place: Masters, Colorado

Application Date: 11/24/1883

Homestead Certificate No. 533

Name: McCracken, Levi

Gender: Male

Place of Origin: Indiana

Place: North Dakota

Application Date: 6/25/1884

Homestead Certificate No: 0336

Name: Garmman, Randi

Gender: Female

Place of Origin: Norway

Place: Tioga, Williams County, North Dakota

Application Date: 8/29/1879

Homestead Certificate No.

Name: Jensen, Andreas C.

Gender: Male

Place of Origin: Denmark

Place: Salt Lake City, Utah

Application Date: 3/15/1886
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Accompanying 
slideshow guides 
teachers and 
students through 
the full 5 years of 
homesteading life.

Students are 
provided with a 
fictional 
character card 
(based on real 
homesteaders)
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Name ________________________
Social Studies

Beginning 
points The season starts 

Help or Hazard?
The season 
ends

Ending 
total 

for the 
season 

160 +/-_____ = _____  +/-______ = ______ +/-_______ = _____

DIRECTIONS: Your homesteader will start their five years of homesteading with 160 points. 
This number represents the number of acres that were given to improve as part of the 
homesteading agreement. Each time you earn or lose points, add or subtract them to your total. 
If you end up above 160, this means that the homesteader was able to “prove up” their claim and 
keep the land. If not, they’re moving on.

Beginning 
points The season starts 

Help or Hazard?
The season 
ends

Ending 
total 

for the 
season 

160 +/-_____ = _____  +/-______ = ______ +/-_______ = _____

Beginning 
points The season starts 

Help or Hazard?
The season 
ends

Ending 
total 

for the 
season 

160 +/-_____ = _____  +/-______ = ______ +/-_______ = _____

Beginning 
points The season starts 

Help or Hazard?
The season 
ends

Ending 
total 

for the 
season 

160 +/-_____ = _____  +/-______ = ______ +/-_______ = _____

Beginning 
points The season starts 

Help or 
Hazard?

Final 
Total 

160 +/-_____ = ______  +/-______ = _____

What happened to your homesteader in the end? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

If your total equal 160 
points or more, this means 
that your homesteader 
held on with enough luck 
to “prove up” their claim 
and file to keep the land.  
If they don’t, that means 
they are moving on. 

Students follow 
a fictional 
homesteader and 
keep track of 
their progress 
through five 
seasons of 
homesteading.
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Name ________________________
Social Studies

The Populist Party

The issues homesteaders faced gradually led them to form groups to fight for more support. 
Originally, homesteaders joined community organizations called granges. However, those granges 
transformed into a political party called the Populist or People’s Party. 

The leaders of the Populist Party wanted the people of the United States to rise up and take back 
power from the wealthy and the political parties currently in power. They wanted the government to 
be run by workers and farmers, not railroad owners, corporations, or bankers. They also championed 
issues like women’s suffrage, the direction election of U.S. Senators,  and an 8-hour work day. The 
party even considered allying with African American farmers and in some cases, they did. 

Populism originated in Kansas and the party was able to elect leaders in many western and southern 
states. They also had a candidate named James Weaver run for the presidency in 1892. By 1896, the 
Populist Party was absorbed by the Democratic Party and William Jennings Bryan ran for the 
presidency as a candidate for both parties. Unfortunately, the racism of the southern Democrats 
caused the Populist Party to crumble. 

While short-lived, many of the ideas promoted by Populist Party did make their way into law. 

1. What were some of the issues faced by the homesteaders?

2. What the homesteaders do to deal with their situation?

This image shows 
the leaders of the 
Populist Party in 
Nebraska where 
they wrote the 
Omaha Platform. 
That document 
listed the goals of 
the Populist Party. 

As a wrap up/ culminating 
activity - students will link 
the issues homesteaders had 
to the rise of populism. 


