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Teacher’s Edition

LEARN

Have students read the diary entries of Elizabeth Wood and Esther Bell Hanna  
and answer these questions:
• What did you learn about Wood 

and Hanna through their journal 
entries? What did you learn about 
the Oregon Trail?

• How did Wood and Hanna use their 
senses to describe places and things 
in their diaries? 

• What feelings do you think Wood 
and Hanna were experiencing as 
they made their journeys and wrote 
in their diaries? Explain why. 

• Identify specific nouns (or verbs or 
adjectives) that make the stories 
come alive.

Have students choose a person and  
a location along the Oregon Trail.  
They can take on the role of Elizabeth 
Wood or Esther Bell Hanna, or they can 
do their own research and pick anyone 
else from that era. If they’re familiar 
with any of the Oregon Trail video 
games, you can even encourage  
them to take on the role of someone 
in the game! This is the person and 
setting for whom they will be writing  
a diary entry.

INTRODUCTION

The western migration of pioneers along the Oregon Trail came after an expansion 
of schools in the United States. The result was more Americans who could read 
and write than ever before. But it was still more than a century before personal 
computers would come into existence—and typewriters were just being invented.

If pioneers were going to record their experiences and discoveries on the Oregon Trail 
for people to read and learn from, they had to use the main tool available to them at 
the time: a diary. Thousands of diary entries were written along the trail, helping us to 
understand what the pioneers encountered and endured on their long journeys.

OREGON TRAIL WRITING ACTIVITY  •  GRADES 3–12

Explorer’s Diary 

LESSON OBJECTIVES

• Write a diary entry

SUPPLIES

• Scrap paper
• Internet access
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WRITE A DIARY ENTRY
Have students write the next thing that might have happened to Wood or 
Hanna on the Oregon Trail—or, if they choose another pioneer, a new diary entry 
by that person. For students who need additional support, you can prepare a 
journal for them in advance. Instead of asking them to take a blank sheet of 
paper and just start writing, you can prepare pages for those students with 
sentence starters and/or pictures for prompts. 

EXTEND THE LESSON

Have students start 
keeping a real diary, as 
themselves. They would 
describe on a regular 
basis what’s going on their 
lives, how they’re feeling, 
concerns or problems 
they’re facing, the people 
close to them, and personal 
goals and aspirations. 
They would also provide 
detailed descriptions of 
their neighborhood, their 
school, the weather, their 
family, etc. 

Ask them to write their 
diaries with the idea that 
someone 150 years from 
now could be reading it. 
What would the students 
want this person of the 
future to know about them 
and what life was like in the 
early 21st century? Students 
could record regular diary 
entries over several weeks 
or months. When finished, 
they can even design a 
full book, complete with 
an original cover and 
illustrations.

TEACHER TIPS

• Consider having students brainstorm a list of verbs, nouns, and 
adjectives they want to use. For example, if they are writing the diary 
entry for someone lost in the mountains, they might want to use 
nouns like “rocks,” verbs like “wander,” and adjectives like “confused.”

• Remind students that they are pretending to be Wood, Hanna,  
or another pioneer, so they should write in first person, as “I.” 

• For students having a hard time 
figuring out the setting for their 
diary, suggest that they look  
for a painting or photograph  
and imagine themselves in  
the image.

• After the assignment is 
completed, consider having 
students discuss how they  
felt writing something as  
another person.  
(Social-Emotional Learning)  


