
WESTWARD BOUND – ILLINOIS, 
INDIANA, MISSOURI, AND OHIO
TEACHER VERSION
Subject Level:

Middle School History

Grade Level:

7-8

Approx. Time Required:

60–75 minutes

Learning Objectives: 

•	 Students will be able to explain population movement, migration trends, and the westward 
expansion of the early 1800s. 

•	 Students will be able to draw conclusions about the economic differences between northern 
and southern states. 
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Activity Description
In this activity, students will learn about population movement, migration trends, and the 

westward expansion of the early 1800s. First, students will create a line graph that depicts 

changes in aggregated population data from 1800 to 1850 for Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, and 

Ohio. Using this graph, students will make data comparisons and draw conclusions. Next, 

students will compare the populations of several states between 1790 and 1850 and make 

conclusions that demonstrate their understanding of population trends in northern and 

southern states. This activity can spark discussion of sectionalism, slavery, and the different 

economic climate that took shape in the northern and southern states in the early 1800s. 

Suggested Grade Level:
7–8

Approximate Time Required:
60–75 minutes

Learning Objectives:
•	 Students will be able to explain population movement, migration trends, and the westward expansion 

of the early 1800s. 
•	 Students will be able to draw conclusions about the economic differences between northern and 

southern states. 

Topics: 
•	 Population change 
•	 Westward expansion 

Skills Taught:
•	 Analyzing historical 

records
•	 Comparing and contrasting
•	 Drawing conclusions

www.census.gov/schools
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Materials Required:
•	 The student version of this activity, 5 pages 

•	 An atlas is optional.

Activity Items
The following items are a part of this activity. Items, their sources, and any relevant instructions for viewing 
them online appear at the end of this teacher version. 

•	 Item 1: Population Growth in Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, and Ohio, 1800–1850

•	 Item 2: Population of the United States and Each State, 1790–1850 

For more information to help you introduce your students to the Census Bureau, read 
“Census Bureau 101 for Students.” This information sheet can be printed and passed out to your students as well.

Standards Addressed
See charts below. For more information about the standards, read 
“Overview of Education Standards and Guidelines Addressed in Statistics in Schools Activities.” 

Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, 
Science, and Technical Subjects

Standard Strand Cluster

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.1

Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of 
primary and secondary sources.

RH 6–8 – History/Social 
Studies

Key Ideas and Details 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.7

Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, 
photographs, videos, or maps) with other information 
in print and digital texts.

RH 6–8 – History/Social 
Studies

Integration of Knowledge 
and Ideas

www.census.gov/schools
www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/about/students101.html
www.census.gov/schools/standards/standards-guideline.html
www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/1/
www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/7/
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UCLA National Standards for History: U.S. History Content Standards

Era Standard

4 – Expansion and Reform 
(1801–1861)

Standard 2E: The student understands the settlement of the West.

UCLA National Standards for History: Historical Thinking Standards

Standard Description

1 – Chronological Thinking Distinguish between past, present, and future time. Students will use 
census data to track the U.S. population as it moves west.

Reconstruct patterns of historical succession and duration. Students will 
examine population trends and western population shifts over time.

3 – Historical Analysis and 
Interpretation

Compare and contrast differing sets of ideas. Students will learn the 
differences between southern farms and northern cities. (The depth of this 
discussion is up to the teacher.)

4 – Historical Research 
Capabilities 

Employ quantitative analysis. Students will examine population and 
migration trends of the early and mid-1800s.

Bloom’s Taxonomy
Students will analyze population changes and make determinations about the U.S. population’s move west.

Creating

Evaluating

Analyzing

Applying

Understanding

Remembering

www.census.gov/schools
www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/us-history-content-standards/united-states-era-4
www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/historical-thinking-standards/1.-chronological-thinking
https://phi.history.ucla.edu/nchs/alignment-common-core-standards/3-historical-analysis-interpretation/
www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/historical-thinking-standards/4.-historical-research-capabilities
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Teacher Notes

Before the Activity
Students should have a basic understanding of the following ideas and concepts:

•	 Locations of Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, and Ohio on a map from 1800 to 1850 

•	 Locations of enslaved populations — mostly in the southern states 

Teachers should pose these essential questions to students: How quickly did the population of the western 
states increase, and how did this expansion contribute to even greater differences between the northern and 
southern states?

Teachers should be prepared to lead a class discussion to help students make comparisons and draw 
conclusions about the birth of northern cities and the agricultural South’s desire to maintain the status quo.

During the Activity
Teachers should monitor students as they work.

After the Activity
Teachers may want to allow students to work in pairs to review each other’s work before the class comes 
together to go over the answers. 

Teachers should lead a discussion with students to answer the essential questions. 

Extension Idea 
Teachers could ask students to conduct additional research, either online or at the library, on what it was like 
to migrate west under difficult conditions. Students could write a narrative from the perspective of settlers 
venturing west in search of a new life. It could include fictional details of their journey based on facts learned in 
the activity.

www.census.gov/schools
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Student Activity
Click here to download a printable version for students.

Student Learning Objectives
•	 I will be able to explain population movement, migration trends, and the westward expansion 

of the early 1800s. 

•	 I will be able to draw conclusions about the economic differences between northern and southern states. 

As the population of the United States grew, so did the geographical size of our nation. With dreams of 
prosperity and leaving an urban lifestyle, many Americans migrated westward in search of a better life. As a 
result, the populations of the newly formed western states rapidly increased. Over time, manufacturing became 
the main industry in the North, and northern cities began to take shape. The economies of the southern states 
remained centered on agriculture, as those states had better soil and a longer growing season. Many southern 
landowners felt they needed to maintain the institution of slavery for manual labor in their fields. As the nation 
expanded in both geographical size and population, the differences between northern and southern states 
became more obvious — and sectionalist views intensified.

1.	 Examine Item 1: Population Growth in Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, Ohio, 1800–1850 and the data in the 
table below, taken from Item 2: Population of the United States and Each State, 1790–1850. Which state 
grew at the slowest rate from 1800 to 1850? 

State 1800 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850

Illinois 2,458 12,282 55,211 157,445 476,183 851,470

Indiana 2,632 24,520 147,178 343,031 685,866 988,416

Missouri N/A 19,783 66,586 140,455 383,702 682,044

Ohio 42,159 230,760 581,434 937,903 1,519,467 1,980,329

Illinois had the slowest growth between 1800 and 1850.

2.	 The first census data for Missouri were gathered in 1810. Did Missouri grow at a faster or slower rate than 
Illinois from 1810 to 1850? 

Missouri grew at a slower rate than Illinois from 1810 to 1850.

3.	 Ohio grew rapidly from 1810 to 1820. Which state grew in a similar way from 1820 to 1830?

Indiana’s population grew similarly between 1820 and 1830.

www.census.gov/schools
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/activities/history/mh-3_student.pdf
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4.	 How does the growth of Ohio’s population from 1830 to 1840 compare with its growth from 1810 to 
1820? Compare these results with those for Indiana and Illinois. What do you find? What does this 
suggest?

Ohio’s population increased by more people from 1830 to 1840 than it did from 1810 to 1820. From 
1830 to 1840, Ohio’s population grew by more people than Indiana’s and Illinois’ populations. 
This suggests that while all three populations were increasing, Ohio’s population increased by the 
largest number of people from 1830 to 1840.

5.	 Look at Item 2: Population of the United States and Each State, 1790–1850. According to the 1790 and 
1800 Censuses, which state had the largest population? Which state had the largest population in 1810? 
When did Ohio surpass Virginia in state population?

•	 Virginia had the largest population in both 1790 and 1800.

•	 New York had the largest population in 1810.

•	 Ohio surpassed Virginia in population in 1840.

6.	 Look at the state population data for 1850. Rank the top 10 states in order of population, from highest to 
lowest.

1.	 New York

2.	 Pennsylvania

3.	 Ohio

4.	 Virginia

5.	 Tennessee 

6.	 Massachusetts

7.	 Indiana

8.	 Kentucky

9.	 Georgia

10.	 North Carolina

7.	 What conclusions can you draw after reviewing these population data? 

•	 Large states tended to have large populations.

•	 Half of the most populous states were part of the original 13 colonies; the rest of the states were 
west of the original colonies. This signals a trend toward westward expansion. 

•	 Virginia, Tennessee, Kentucky, Georgia, and North Carolina were southern, or “slave,” states; 
the rest of the list is made up of northern, or “free,” states. This suggests that northern 
industrial cities were starting to take shape in 1850.

www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: Population Growth in Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, and Ohio, 1800–1850

Data points are taken from Item 2.
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Item 2: Population of the United States and Each State, 1790–1850

www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/1990/population-of-states-and-counties-us-1790-1990/
population-of-states-and-counties-of-the-united-states-1790-1990.pdf

To view the PDF electronically, click on the link above and go to Page 4.
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https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/1990/population-of-states-and-counties-us-1790-1990/population-of-states-and-counties-of-the-united-states-1790-1990.pdf



