
 
 Discovering Strings and Orchestra – Sample Lesson Plan 

        Social Studies Grades 1-3 – American Pioneers 
 (contributed by Dr. Anne Clark, August 2007;                                                                                                                        

permission granted to reproduce and adapt without request) 
 
National Music Standards 
Content Standard 9: Understanding music in relation to history and culture 
Content Standard 6: Listening to, analyzing, and describing music 
 
Lesson Length 
45 minutes or longer 
 
Materials Needed 
CD of orchestral recording of “Shenandoah,” such as from: 
Cincinnati Pops Orchestra’s The Nature of America – A Musical Impression CD             
Arthur Fiedler and Boston Pops Orchestra’s Pops Roundup                                                 
or for $0.99 purchase “Shenandoah Arthur Fiedler” from iTunes Store (3 min. 54             
sec.) and burn it onto your own blank CD 
 
Map stand (or a way to attach a map to a wall or screen area and) and pointer stick 
 
3-6 Large primary maps of  the United States before the Civil War, which clearly mark                               
Virginia, the Shenandoah River and Valley, the Mississippi River, rivers west of the 
Mississippi (including the Missouri), St. Louis,  the Plains and Western states, and the 
Pacific and Atlantic Oceans - available from school supply stores, libraries, university 
teacher libraries, social studies teachers, or through the Internet (print them as poster 
size). 
To view Karl Musser’s lovely color map of the Shenandoah Valley and its rivers go to: 
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Shenandoah_watershed.png (to print it, follow his 
license terms stated on the page) 
To download a lovely color map of U.S. rivers and lakes go to: 
http://nationalatlas.gov/printable/images/pdf/outline/rivers_lakes(u).pdf  



 
Very small wooden model boats (canoes, flatboats, rafts – purchased or made in advance 
by the students or leaders). These have to be small enough to push along the 
rivers on the large maps in groups of 2-4 students. If you cannot locate or make any, use 
small twigs about ½ inch in length. 
 
Colorful flashcards of the lesson main ideas and vocabulary, with a different set for each 
group, printed in primary type printing 
 
Paper strips with the song words in primary type printing for at least four different 
groups (see below) 
 
Vocabulary to be Taught and Reviewed                                                                                               
Shenandoah Indians                                                                                                             
Virginia  
River Chantey and Sea Chantey 
Trader 
Shenandoah River and Valley 
Mississippi River 
Missouri River and St. Louis, Missouri 
U.S. Cavalry                                                                                                                                   
River and Lake Boats: Canoes, Flatboats (seen in clipart above), Keelboats,  Rafts                                                                                        
Ocean Boat: Clipper Ship 
Atlantic and Pacific Oceans 
Choral Reading 
Anonymous Folk Song 
 
Resources and Sources for This Lesson 
U.S. Cavalry   http://www.uscavalry.org/ 
 
The Folk Songs of North America  by Alan Lomax (Dolphin Books), published  by  
Doubleday & Company, Inc., Garden City, New York, 1975 (This book has a map at the 
beginning showing folk song style areas in North America in the English language.) 
Information used for this lesson is found on pp. 37 and 53. 
 
 “Oh Shenandoah” entry in Wikipedia     http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oh_Shenandoah 
 
 Shenandoah National Park       http://www.nps.gov/shen 
 
 Ohio River Flatboat clipart from Florida Center for Instructional Technology 
   http://etc.usf.edu/clipart/29700/29752/flatboat_29752.htm 
  
 Dictionaries and/or Encyclopedias 
  



Lesson Procedure 
Begin by having the troop leader assign the students in groups of 2-4, with each group    
receiving a large primary grade map, on which the volunteer clinician or the troop 
leader have marked clearly in advance: 
Virginia, Shenandoah River and Valley, Mississippi River, Missouri River, St. Louis, 
Missouri, Platte River, Kansas River, Ohio River (and others of your choice),  their 
own state of residence, and the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. 
  
Ask each group to join the clinician or leader in pointing to the locations of all these 
geographical places (holding up a map and using a pointer), and note how rivers, 
oceans, and the Shenandoah Valley look on the maps.  Begin questions,  “In the early 
years of the Pioneers living in the United States, rivers and lakes were used like 
highways are today – to travel, to transport things needed from the sellers to the buyers 
(such as trading between the settlers and Indians), and for exploring unknown 
territories to the West. Show how the Mississippi River goes across the whole country 
from North to South, and how the Missouri River goes all the way to the Pacific 
Ocean from St. Louis,  Missouri  (where it joins the Mississippi). Does anyone know 
names of the kinds of boats the early pioneers used on the rivers and lakes?” 
                                                                                                                                           
Then initiate a brief discussion of canoes, flatboats, keelboats, and rafts. Have each 
group stand or sit as if that group is riding on one of the types of river craft, and let 
them pantomime paddling, rowing, or poling it for the whole troop to guess which is 
the correct answer. Tell them the water could be very shallow, or above their heads, or 
very deep, and usually had rocks, sand bars, and big tree branches which could snag 
them. 
 
Ask, “Do you know what the men who guided the different types of river boats did to 
help themselves keep working when they were tired or bored, and also to make their  
work movements together, so they could go forward or backward and keep the boat 
steady in the water?” After ideas are given, explain that a river chantey was a song 
with a good tune and rhythms suited for the work of rowing or moving a boat in the 
water.  Have students locate the Shenandoah River and Valley in Virginia, and 
explain that the name came from Shenandoah Indians who lived there. Then explain 
that in a famous song of the early American Pioneers, a man who was a trader falls in 
love with a daughter of the Shenandoah Indian tribe, and he wants to marry her.  
Explain you are going to use choral reading to recite the original four verses of the 
song “Shenandoah,” and that more verses were added to it later.  If you have more 
groups, use the extra verses from the Wikipedia entry. Print out the verses on strips of 
paper so that each group has its own verses, as well as the refrain said by all the 
students.  Tell students we will be reciting in a way known as choral reading. 

        l. O Shenandoah, I love your daughter,  (Group l) 
        Away, you rolling river, (All students) 
        For her I’ve crossed the rolling water, (Group l) 
        Away, we’re bound away, Across the wide Missouri (All Students) 
 
                   (continue in the same way:) 



    2. The trader loved this Indian maiden, (Group 2) 
        With presents his canoe was laden. 

 
        3. O Shenandoah, I’m bound to leave you, 
            O Shenandoah, I’ll not deceive you. 
 
        4. O Shenandoah, I long to hear you, 
            O Shenandoah, I long to hear you. 
    
Have students sit down by their maps and pass out the tiny boats or twigs. Point out the 
features on your display map with the pointer as you give the following facts.  Tell them 
they are going to travel on the map with the boats, following some of the main rivers 
going West from Virginia, just as the Pioneers did. Then tell them that this song traveled 
into new Western territories which later became states, eventually going all the way West 
to the coast of the Pacific Ocean. Have them locate the Pacific, and ask them, “Does 
anyone know what different kinds of boats were used by the later Pioneers to travel or 
trade with other parts of the world, and to get back to the East Coast of the United 
States?” Tell them clipper ships could sail around the world or South America, and 
return to the East coast of the United States on the Atlantic Ocean. Have them locate the 
Atlantic Ocean.  Then ask them how they think the song Shenandoah might have to 
change to turn into a sea chantey sung on a clipper ship (with sails to catch the wind and 
a larger crew of workers to travel the oceans). Some possible answers would be: more 
verses, more accent on the rhythms, and being spread to many other cultures in the other 
lands the ships would visit on the long trip across the oceans.  
 
Finally, tell the students in their groups to start moving their little boats as you have an 
orchestra play the music to the song Shenandoah on a CD player, and have them trace out 
a river pathway all the way from Virginia’s Shenandoah River to the Pacific Ocean (and 
it the map permits, back around through the Atlantic Ocean to the East coast of the U.S.). 
 
If time permits, ask the students if they know where else this famous song traveled in 
the American Western territories. Explain that the settlers to the West needed protection 
from unfriendly Indians. This song became a favorite of the U.S. regular cavalry 
soldiers (who rode horses when on duty). Some of the soldiers even fell in love with 
Indian girls from other tribes in the Western territories, and married them, just like the 
trader in the song. 
 
Informal Assessment: Ask each group to share among its members a quick refresher of 
what the social studies terms for this lesson mean. Give each group a small bunch of flash 
cards with the vocabulary terms or main lesson ideas printed on them in bright colors, 
and key definitions or explanations (keep it simple for early readers). Limit the review to 
5 minutes.  
 
Extension: Perhaps during snacks, or while waiting for parents to pick up students, have 
students tell any experiences they have had riding in boats mentioned in the lesson, going  



through museums (Indians, traders, Western and Pioneer artists, the U.S. cavalry), 
watching movies or other programs about pioneers going West, visiting sites relevant to 
the lesson such as: Shenandoah National and State Parks, and the St. Louis Westward 
Expansion Museum at the Arch. 
 
Construct a model map in 3-D of the river routes from Virginia to the Pacific Coast (use 
paper mache or homemade playdough) and follow the course with the little boats or 
twigs. 
 
Conclusion: Say, “We will never know the name of the person who made up the 
Shenandoah song tune, because it is an anonymous  folk song.  We do not know the 
names of those who added the extra verses and taught the song to people all around the 
world. But what we do know is that this is an original American chantey which is one of 
the most beautiful ever written in our country and the world, and that the string 
instruments in the orchestra are perfect for performing its melody.” 
 
 
Notes for the String Clinician and Troop Leader 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


