
Lesson 2: America Before 
Columbus

Unit 2
Grade 4



Warm Up

Fill out this chart 
about American 
Indians.

Draw what the homes of American Indians look like today on the back of the paper.



We are now going 
to read about 
America and the 
people who lived on 
the continents 
(North and South) 
before Europeans 
“discovered” it in 
1492. 











Show me what you know - Check for Understanding



Make the Mis Dis

We are going to play a game where we are going to try and identify 
misconceptions about American Indians and make the misconceptions 
disappear. 

I will present one statement about American Indians. 

1. Partner 1 is assigned to the first statement and the rest of the odd 
statements. 

2. If the statement is a misconception or false about American Indians, 
turn it over, so it disappears. If you do not think it is a misconception 
and is true, keep it face up. 

3. After Partner 1 shares their answer, Partner 2 can agree or disagree 
and try to talk Partner 1 out of their conclusion if they do not agree. 

4. Partner 2 is assigned to the second statement and all even 
statements. 

5. Repeat steps 1-4 for all 10 statements. 

Facts 
about 

American 

Indians



Is this a misconception?

Statement #1

Native Americans live in 
tipis.



Is this a misconception?

Statement #2

American Indians all have 
red skin and long black hair.



Is this a misconception?

Statement #3

American Indians all belong 
to the same tribe.



Is this a misconception?

Statement #4

American Indians want to be 
called Native Americans.



Is this a misconception?

Statement #5

American Indians are all dead.



Is this a misconception?

Statement #6

Native Americans sold Manhattan 
for $24 worth of trinkets.



Is this a misconception?

Statement #7

American Indians’ government 
pays for things that Native 

Americans need.



Is this a misconception?

Statement #8

Native Americans have gotten 
rich off of casinos.



Is this a misconception?

Statement #9

Native Americans have/wear 
headdresses.



Is this a misconception?

Statement #10

Native Americans live on 
reservations.



Is this a misconception?
Statement #1

Native Americans live 
in tipis.

Misconception!

Even when you search Google for images of 
Native American homes you will be directed to 

traditional shelters such as tipis and 
longhouses. Today, while some American 

Indians own tipis, they live in a range of homes 
that are similar to ones that other Americans 

live in.



Is this a 
misconception?

Statement #2

American 
Indians all have 

red skin and 
long black hair. 

Misconception!

Native American’s skins are 
not red, and they sport a 
wide range of hair styles -

some more traditional, others 
more modern. Traditionally, 

American Indians have 
viewed hair as a symbol of 

spiritual health and strength, 
hence the disposition to have 

longer hair. 



Is this a 
misconception?

Statement #3

American 
Indians all 

belong to the 
same tribe. 

Misconception!

There are 574 different 
American Indians tribes 

that are officially 
recognized by
the United States 

government - all with 
different cultures. 



Is this a 
misconception?

Statement #4

American 
Indians want to 
be called Native 

Americans

Misconception!

The Native Knowledge 
360 website hosted by the 
National Museum of the 

American Indian posts the 
following (see right):



Is this a 
misconception?

Statement #5

American 
Indians are all 

dead. 

Misconception!
The manner in which the story of American Indians has been 
taught includes what has been described as a “terminal narrative.” 
This narrative suggests that there has been excessive attention to 
the histories of Indigenous people that focus on their removal, 
“cultural death, or disappearance” with little if any attention to 
recent American Indian history and experiences. It is as if they no 
longer exist. (Dunbar-Ortiz, 39-41)

The 2010 Census showed that the U.S. population on April 1, 
2010, was 308.7 million. Out of the total U.S. population, 2.9 
million people, or 0.9 percent, reported American Indian or Alaska 
Native alone. In addition, 2.3 million people or another 0.7 
percent, reported American Indian or Alaska Native in 
combination with one or more other races. Together, these two 
groups totaled 5.2 million people. Thus, 1.7 percent of all people 
in the United States identified as American Indian or Alaska 
Native, either alone or in combination with one or more other 
races.

Today, most American Indians live in western parts of the United 
States, including Alaska.

India Colon Diaz (Taína of Boriken Nation of Puerto Rico) lives in Wilmington, Delaware
Photographer: Andre’ L. Wright Jr.



Is this a 
misconception?

Statement #6

Native Americans 
sold Manhattan for 

$24 worth of trinkets.

Misconception!
“According to a letter to Dutch officials, the settlers offered 
representatives of local Lenape groups 60 guilders, about $24, in 
trade goods for their homeland, Manahatta. The best insight we 
have into what the Lenape received comes from a later 17th-
century deed for the Dutch purchase of Staten Island, also for 60 
guilders, which lists goods "to be brought from Holland and 
delivered" to the Indians, including shirts, socks, cloth, muskets, 
bars of lead, powder, kettles, axes, awls, adzes and knives.

But it is unlikely that the Lenape saw the original transaction as a 
sale. Although land could be designated for the exclusive use of 
prominent native individuals and families, the idea of selling land 
in perpetuity, to be regarded as property, was alien to native 
societies. Historians who try now to reconstruct early transactions 
between Europeans and Native Americans differ over whether the 
Lenape considered it an agreement for the Dutch to use, but not 
own, Manahatta (the majority view), or whether even as early as 
1626, Indians had engaged in enough trade to understand 
European economic ideas. Source here

https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/five-myths/five-myths-about-american-indians/2017/11/21/41081cb6-ce4f-11e7-a1a3-0d1e45a6de3d_story.html


Is this a misconception?
Statement #7

American Indians’ government pays for 
things that Native Americans need. 

Misconception!

Some American Indians receive 
government aid, just like other 

Americans but just 



Is this a 
misconception?

Statement #8

Native 
Americans have 
gotten rich off 

of casinos.

Misconception!

The idea that money just flows freely into 
Indian people’s hands is pure fantasy.” 
According to one website, less than half 

of federally recognized tribes have 
casinos (474 gaming facilities in 28 

states) and there are strict regulations on 
how gaming money can be used. 

Moreover, the unemployment rate for 
American Indians is double that for other 

Americans and up to 75% of the jobs 
created by casinos go to people who are 

not American Indians. 



Is this a 
misconception?

Statement #9

Native 
Americans 
have/wear 

headdresses.

Misconception!
“War bonnets (also called warbonnets or headdresses) are 
feathered headgear traditionally worn by male leaders of the 
American Plains Indians Nations who have earned a place of 
great respect in their tribe. Originally they were sometimes 
worn into battle, but they are now primarily used for 
ceremonial occasions. In the Native American and First 
Nations communities that traditionally have these items of 
regalia, they are seen as items of great spiritual and political 
importance, only to be worn by those who have earned the 
right and honour through formal recognition by their people.” 
Source here. 

For many Native Americans, it is offensive and disrespectful 
for anyone who has not earned the honor to wear a 
headdress. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_bonnet


Is this a 
misconception?

Statement #10

Native 
Americans live 
on reservations 

Misconception!

Only 25-30% of 
Native Americans 

in the United 
States live on 
reservations. 





Let’s Reflect

1. What was America like 
before Columbus arrived in 
1492? 

1. What are some 
misconceptions that people 
have about American Indians 
today?  


