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OVERVIEW

LESSON PLAN
Cherokee People and Their Stories

Instructional Strategies and Activities
Teaching tips: If team-teaching, the social studies sessions and drama exploration of 
the story can be going on simultaneously. If you are an arts and humanities teacher 
teaching this, you could begin with the story and prediction guide and use the other 
video to verify or expand on students’ knowledge of Cherokee culture.

SESSION 1
Write the word culture on the board. Lead the class in making a concept map with dif-
ferent traits of culture. Have students brainstorm where these traits exist in their lives 
and the world around them. (Eight traits of culture: social groups, language, religion, 
daily life, history, arts, government, economy)

Introduce that today’s lesson is about the culture of the Cherokee peoples. Tell stu-
dents that they will explore a variety of aspects of Cherokee culture. 
•  Ask what students already know about the Cherokees. Build on and prompt prior 

knowledge by displaying the images below as clues. Have students share their 
thoughts and observations about the images. This activity could be done as a teacher-
led class activity or in small groups with the images printed and placed around the 
room in stations. Student groups would then rotate through the stations to see each 
clue. 

•  Use this question to guide the discussion: What do these images tell us about the 
Cherokees? As students view each image, have them record their thoughts on the 
Prediction Guide handout.

Images:
•  Map – Indian land cessions, 1814-1820
•  Image of Cherokee Indian Sequoyah 
•  Image of Cherokee alphabet
•  Lindneux’s painting The Trail of Tears

Students view maps and images and watch a video of a Cherokee storyteller telling the story “Little 
Deer and Mother Earth” to learn about Cherokee culture and determine how a Cherokee story re-
flects elements of that culture. Students explore the literary and performance elements of drama and 
improvise telling the story they outlined.

LEARNING TARGETS
I can identify and describe aspects of Cherokee culture and how Cherokee culture is reflected in 
Cherokee stories. I can use the literary and performance elements of drama to outline and tell a story 
reflecting Cherokee culture. 

Grade Levels:

3-4
Estimated Time Needed:
5-6 CLASS SESSIONS

ARTS TOOLKIT

Explore Cherokee 
culture using maps, 
videos, and images.
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Show the video clips Woodlands Indians Territory and Cherokee Language and Tales. 
Have students add information to their prediction guides based on content from the 
videos, answering the question: What did you learn about the Cherokee from these 
videos?  (Examples: lived near mountains; farmed fertile land; importance of fire; stories 
passed through generations; Sequoyah’s alphabet; creation story explains mountains and 
valleys, water sources, and animals)

SESSION 2 
Review/discuss based on information from students’ Prediction Guides. Cover 
these questions and have students add facts to their Prediction Guides. 
•  Where did the Cherokee people live in the early 1800s? 

Cherokees lived in Georgia, Alabama, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Ken-
tucky, and West Virginia about 200 years ago. (Show map from Session 1 again.)

•  Where do Cherokee people live today? Why? 
Many Cherokee now live in the Great Smoky Mountains and in Oklahoma. During 
the Trail of Tears (1838-39), approximately 17,000 Cherokee were forced by the U.S. 
government to leave their homes and travel 1,200 miles to “Indian territory” in the west. 
Thousands died of disease and starvation during this journey. (Show painting from Ses-
sion 1 again.)

•  What do we know about the Cherokee alphabet and language? 
Cherokee were the first Native Americans to have a written language. Sequoyah created 
a Cherokee alphabet that contained 86 characters. The Cherokee language is still spoken 
and written. Trivia: It is a font on Microsoft Word and there are iPod apps that teach 
the language. (Show alphabet and Sequoyah pictures from Session 1 again.)

•  What do we know about the role of stories and legends in Cherokee culture?
Cherokee people today pass down the stories of old. An example of a Cherokee story is 
the creation myth.

Tell students they will now explore a Cherokee story about the relationship between 
people and animals and people and the earth. 
•  Show the video segment Little Deer and Mother Earth. Lead a discussion of students’ 

thoughts and questions. Clarify any vocabulary that students may not be familiar 
with. (E.g., talisman, reverence, wrath)

•  Give students a copy of the text of the story. As a class, read the story aloud and have 
students circle things that might be important to the Cherokee culture. (E.g., deer, 
bears, bows and arrows, hunting, mountains, peace) Have students share what they 
circled and explain why they chose the examples from the story. 

•  Ask the class what the story of Little Deer teaches about Cherokee culture and beliefs. 
What aspects of the story are consistent with what they had previously learned about 
the Cherokee? Have students give reasons from the story to support their answer. 

SESSION 3
Analyze the Little Deer story in terms of the literary elements.
•  Ask students to recall the story of Little Deer from the previous session. If students 

have not been introduced to the literary elements of drama, use the “What Makes a 
Story?” handout to explore plot, character, story organization (beginning, middle, 
and end), setting, dialogue, monologue, and conflict. Have students add the correct 
vocabulary to their Review the Story handouts (e.g. what happened in the story is the 

Review Cherokee 
culture and explore 
a Cherokee story.

Review the story  
and explore  
storytelling.
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plot; who is in the story are the characters, etc.)
•  Ask the students what the story of Little Deer teaches. Discuss the theme of the 

story—the idea that people should think about how they treat animals and the earth 
—and how this idea might relate to our lives. Through this discussion, work with the 
class to create a Little Deer story around this theme set in modern times based on 
answers to the following questions:

What are things people do today that would bother Little Deer?
What do you think Little Deer would do about this problem?
What would Little Deer do about people who wouldn’t listen?

If time allows, begin the storytelling activity.

Exit slip:
What happens in a story is called the _________.
Two characters in the story “Little Deer and Mother Earth” are ______ and ______.
The theme of “Little Deer and Mother Earth” is __________________________.

SESSIONS 4-5
Explore performance elements of drama, using the Little Deer video.
•  Ask: How is telling a story different than reading a story aloud?
•  Show the Little Deer and Mother Earth video segment again, this time asking 

students to watch for how the storyteller tells the story, answering these ques-
tions: 
 
How does she make the story interesting? 
How does she use words? 
How does she use her voice? 
How does she use movement? 
What does the audience do?

Discuss student answers. Answers might include: talking loud enough so the 
audience can hear; asking a question in the story to get the audience to pay 
attention; repeating words for emphasis; talking at different speeds; using her 
hands for expression; etc. The audience responds “ho” and also pays attention. 

As a class, improvise telling the story previously outlined.
•  Tell students they will take turns, and have each tell a sentence or two of the 

Little Deer story they outlined in the previous session. Explain that they will 
be “improvising” – making up their lines/parts as the story is told instead of 
memorizing written lines. Students can volunteer to tell their parts by raising 
their hands. A student shows he’s finished by saying “Hey” as in the video, 
with the class responding “Ho.” 

•  Guide the class to brainstorm a checklist for the storyteller and the story 
audience. (E.g., checklist possibilities might include: follow the story outline 
discussed in class, speak loudly so everyone can hear you, be expressive, 
remember to say “Hey” when you are finished, as an audience member listen 

Outline a story and 
improvise telling a 
story.
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and respond “Ho”)
•	 You may want to begin the story with an opening statement and, if 

needed, prompt student participation by asking questions, e.g. “Then 
what happened?” “What did Little Deer do next?” “What did the char-
acter say in response?,” etc.

•	 After telling the story, have students discuss the experience. What did 
they like about the story and how the class told it? How did they do on 
the checklist? If they were going to tell the story again, would they do 
anything differently?

•	 Ask students to reflect: In exploring Cherokee culture, what did stu-
dents learn that they found most interesting? What are some other 
things they would like to know about the Cherokee people?

Concluding Sessions
If not completed as homework, students work on and present their demonstra-
tions of knowledge projects and/or complete the Constructed Response ques-
tion.
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Big Idea Students will... 
(from standard)

Learning Target Type of Target Formative  
Assessment 
Method  
Suggestions

Interval and 
Documentation 
Suggestions

Social Studies: 
Historical 
Perspective

SS-EP-5.2.2
Identify and 
compare the early 
cultures of diverse 
groups of Native 
Americans.
SS-04.2.1.1
Students will 
identify early cul-
tures in Kentucky 
and explain their 
similarities and 
differences.

Students will learn 
about the culture 
of the Cherokee 
peoples.

Knowledge Session 1 Predic-
tion Chart
Session 2
Classroom discus-
sion and Chero-
kee Fact Chart

Collect Prediction 
Charts for review 
at the end of each 
day.

Social Studies: 
Cultures and 
Societies

SS-P-CS-S-1 Stu-
dents will develop 
an understanding 
of the nature of 
culture:
explore and 
describe cultural 
elements;
investigate diverse 
cultures using 
print and non-print 
sources.

Students will 
watch a video of 
a Cherokee story, 
“Little Deer and 
Mother Earth,” 
read a text version 
of the story, and 
analyze the story 
for what it conveys 
about Cherokee 
culture.

Reasoning Session 2 Story 
text activity and 
classroom discus-
sion

Create a check-
list of aspects of 
Cherokee culture 
supported in the 
Little Deer story 
and check these 
off as students 
note them.

Arts and Humani-
ties: Structure in 
the Arts

AH-P(4)-SA-S-DT1
Students will rec-
ognize and identify 
elements of drama 
(literary, technical, 
performance) us-
ing drama/theatre 
terminology.

Students will 
analyze the story 
“Little Deer and 
Mother Earth” in 
terms of literary 
and performance 
elements of 
drama.

Reasoning Literary elements: 
Session 3
What Makes a 
Story activity and 
Exit Slip

Performance ele-
ments: Session 4 
Classroom discus-
sion

Exit Slip

Make a checklist 
of performance el-
ements to discuss 
and check them 
off as students 
discuss them.

Connections and Formative Assessment Plan
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Arts and Humanities: 
Structure in the Arts

AH-P(4)-SA-S-DT2
Students will use 
the elements of 
drama in creating 
and performing 
dramatic works 
independently and 
with others.

Students brain-
storm and outline 
a new Little Deer 
story.

Product (outline) What Makes a 
Story sheet

Record list of 
ideas and outline 
of idea chosen.

Arts and Humani-
ties: Structure in 
the Arts

AH-P(4)-S-DT3
Students will 
observe, describe, 
and apply creative 
dramatics (impro-
visation, mimicry, 
pantomime, role 
playing, and story-
telling) in a variety 
of situations.

As a class, 
students cooper-
ate to improvise 
telling the Little 
Deer story they 
outlined.

Product/Disposi-
tional

Students create 
and discuss a per-
formance rubric.

After the story 
is told, students 
reflect on the ex-
perience and their 
study of Cherokee 
culture.

Collect student 
checklists and 
reflections.

Other Connections
Common Core Standards (English Language Arts K-5)
Literature: Recount stories, including fables, folktales, and myths from diverse cultures.
Informational Text: Ask and answer questions to demonstrate understanding of a text, referring explicitly 
to the text as a basis for the answers.

21st Century Skills Framework
Creativity, Critical Thinking and Problem Solving, Communication, Innovation, Collaboration

Summative Assessment Options
Constructed Response: What can you learn about Cherokee culture through their stories? Give at least 
three examples from the Little Deer story. 

Demonstration of knowledge: Students can either work in groups or individually on this assignment. 
Teachers may choose to differentiate these tasks for students based on ability or learning styles. Allow stu-
dents to choose one of the following products to demonstrate knowledge of Cherokee culture:

•  Write a Little Deer story about something important to the Cherokee culture.

•  Write a speech that you might give as a Cherokee leader informing the audience about an aspect or as-
pects of Cherokee culture.

•   Create a chart, PowerPoint presentation, or oral presentation on an aspect or aspects of Cherokee culture. 

Use Developing and Assessing Products (DAP) Tools to help students create and assess their products. 
(From Assessing Differentiated Student Products by Julia Roberts and Tracy Inman, Prufrock Press, 2009) 
Tier 1 DAP tools for posters, pamphlets, stories, and speeches are included at the end of the lesson.



Social Studies Lesson Plans  Cherokee People and Their Stories • 7

Resources Used in the Lesson
1.  Video - Little Deer and Mother Earth, Native American story performed by Marilou 

Awiakta on the Cultural Connections 2 DVD
2.  Text of the “Little Deer and Mother Earth” story   

www.firstpeople.us/FP-Html-Legends/The-Little-Deer-Awi-Usdi-Cherokee.html
3.  Image – Cherokee Indian Scholar Sequoya. Available at Discovery Education.   

www.discoveryeducation.com/ 
4.  Image – Cherokee Alphabet.  Available at KET EncycloMedia: Discovery Education. 

www.discoveryeducation.com/
5.  Map – Indian Land Cessions, 1814-1820. Available at KET EncycloMedia: Discovery 

Education.  
www.discoveryeducation.com/

6.  Image – Robert Lindneux’s The Trail of Tears
www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4h1567.html

7.  Video - KET’s Woodlands Indian Territory (app. 4 minutes). Available at KET 
EncycloMedia: Discovery Education http://player.discoveryeducation.com/index.
cfm?guidAssetId=7E2B339B-9B3C-4B54-AA9A-2BF38E96C231&blnFromSearc
h=1&productcode=US

8.  Video - KET’s Cherokee Language and Tales video (app. 4 minutes). Available at 
KET EncycloMedia: Discovery Education http://player.discoveryeducation.com/
index.cfm?guidAssetId=CC25569F-8818-4BA7-AEFB-413DC493C797&blnFrom
Search=1&productcode=US

Lesson Extension and Project Ideas 
1.  Research other aspects of Cherokee culture and history using the following websites:  

www.cherokee.org  and www.cherokee-nc.com/index.php?page=56
2.  Read other Native American stories and myths (Language Arts connection)
3.  Create a map or timeline of events and places along the Trail of Tears. Use the KET 

video Trail of Tears, found at www.ket.org/nationalparks. 
4.  Explore Cherokee dance using the video segments in the Social Studies Arts Toolkit 

prototype.
5.  For further reading on Cherokees, here are fiction and non-fiction books from a 

range of reading levels:  
• Alex Bealer, Only the Names Remain: The Cherokees and the Trail of Tears
• Peter and Connie Roop, If You Lived With the Cherokees
• Joseph Bruchac, Trail of Teachers (Step into Reading, Step 5)
• Joseph Bruchac, The Journal of Jesse Smoke: A Cherokee Boy, Trail of Tears, 1838
• Cornelia Cornelissen, Soft Rain: A Story of the Cherokee Trail of Tears
• Cherokee creation story - www.cherokee-nc.com/index.php?page=97

Authors: Arts/Humanities-Mary Henson, Social Studies-Jana Kirchner
© Copyright 2011 KET
Reviewed by the Kentucky Department of Education

This lesson plan is part of the Social Studies Arts Toolkit prototype.



 8•Cherokee People and Their Stories  Social Studies Lesson Plans 

Cherokee Stories and Culture - Prediction Guide

Based on the following clues, what are your predictions about the Cherokee?

THE CLUE:     YOUR PREDICTIONS:
Map

Picture of Sequoyah

Cherokee alphabet

Painting: Trail of Tears

Facts about the Cherokee:
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Now that you have learned about the Cherokee, look back at your predictions. Were they correct? Explain 
why or why not. What changes would you make? 

BIG IDEA - What did you learn about Cherokee culture from the Little Deer story?  
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What Makes a Story?

Where does the story take place?

Who is in the story (people, animals, etc.)?

What happens in the story?
  - At the beginning:

  - In the middle:

  - At the end:

What is the problem in the story, and how is it solved?
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POSTER tier 1 - DAPTOOL
Developing and Assessing Product Tool (DAP Tool)

CONTENT • Is the content correct and complete?

•  Has the content been thought about in a way that goes beyond a surface under-
standing?

• Is the content put together in such a way that people understand it?

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

PRESENTATION:

text

graphics

layout

•  Is the title easy to see, clear, and well placed? Do the labels clearly explain the 
graphics?

•   Are the graphics (illustrations, photos, etc.) important and relevant to the topic?

•  Are the images carefully selected and emphasized? Is the labeling linked to the 
graphic? is it pleasing to the eye? is the spacing deliberate to draw attention to 
the main parts of the poster?

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

CREATIVITY • Is the content seen in a new way?

• Is the presentation done in a new way?

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

REFLECTION • What did you learn about the content as you completed this product?

• What did you learn about yourself as a learning by creating this product?

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

Comments: 

Meaning of Performance Scale:
6- Professional level: level expected from a professional in the content area
5- Advanced level: level exceeds expectations of the standard
4- Proficient level: level expected for meeting the standard
3- Progressing level: level demonstrates movement toward the standard
2- Novice level: level demonstrates initial awareness and knowledge of standards
1- Non-performing level: level indicates no effort made to meet standard
0- Non-participating level: level indicates nothing turned in

Dr. Julia Roberts and Ms. Tracy Inman
The Center for Gifted Studies
Western Kentucky University

gifted@wku.edu
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SPEECH (ORAL) tier 1 - DAPTOOL
Developing and Assessing Product Tool (DAP Tool)

CONTENT • Is the content correct and complete?

•  Has the content been thought about in a way that goes beyond a surface under-
standing?

• Is the content put together in such a way that people understand it?

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

PRESENTATION:

structure

elaboration and 
support

delivery

style

•  Is an effective attention-getting devise used? Is the main idea clear from the be-
ginning? Is the speech logical in its organization, naturally flowing from one major 
idea to another? Does it come to an effective close?

•   Does all information relate to the main idea? Are ideas fully explained and sup-
ported? Is there a balance of general ideas with specific details? If quotations or 
other references are used, have they been used carefully and appropriately?

•  Is eye contact made? Are appropriate facial expressions and gestures incorporat-
ed? Is the speaker’s voice clear? Is the speaker poised and comfortable? If notes 
are used, are they only briefly referred to if at all?

• Is the speech developed for the expected audience and purpose? Are appropri-
ate words used? Are the sentences varied in structure? Is a suitable tone used? is 
fugurative language used in an effective way? 

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

CREATIVITY • Is the content seen in a new way?

• Is the presentation done in a new way?

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

REFLECTION • What did you learn about the content as you completed this product?

• What did you learn about yourself as a learning by creating this product?

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

0  1  2  3  4  5  6

Comments: 

Meaning of Performance Scale:
6- Professional level: level expected from a professional in the content area
5- Advanced level: level exceeds expectations of the standard
4- Proficient level: level expected for meeting the standard
3- Progressing level: level demonstrates movement toward the standard
2- Novice level: level demonstrates initial awareness and knowledge of standards
1- Non-performing level: level indicates no effort made to meet standard
0- Non-participating level: level indicates nothing turned in

Roberts, J. L, & Inman, T.F. (2007). Strategies for Differentiating Instruction: Best Practices for the Classroom. Waco, TX: Prufrock Press.
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Back when the world was young, the humans and the ani-
mal people could speak to each other.
At first they lived in peace. The humans hunted the animals 
only when they needed food or skins to make clothing. 
Then the humans discovered the bow and arrow. With this 
weapon they could kill many animals quickly and with great 
ease. They began to kill animals when they did not need 
them for food or clothing. It seemed as if all the animals 
in the world would soon be exterminated. So the various 
animals met in council.
When the bears came together and talked about what the 
humans were doing, they decided they would have to fight 
back. “How can we do that?” said one of the bear warriors. 
“The humans will shoot us with their arrows before we 
come close to them.”
Old Bear, their chief, agreed. “That is true. We must learn 
how to use the same weapons they use.”
Then the bears made a very strong bow and fashioned ar-
rows for it. But whenever they tried to use the bow, their 
long claws got in the way.
“I will cut off my claws,” said one of the bear warriors. He 
did so and then he was able to use the bow and arrow. His 
aim was good and he hit the mark every time.
“That is good,” said Old Bear. “Now can you climb this 
tree?” The bear without claws tried to climb the tree, but he 
failed. Old Bear shook his head.
“This will not do. Without our claws we cannot climb trees. 
Without our claws we will not be able to hunt or dig for 
food. We must give up this idea of using the same weapons 
the humans use.”
So the bears gave up their idea of fighting back against the 
humans with weapons.
One by one each of the animal groups met. One by one they 
came to no conclusion. It seemed there was no way to fight 
back. But the last group to meet was the deer.
Awi Usdi, Little Deer, was their leader. When all were gath-
ered together, he spoke.

“I see what we must do,” he said. “’We cannot stop the hu-
mans from hunting animals. That is the way it was meant to 
be. However, the humans are not doing things in the right 
way. If they do not respect us and hunt us only when there 
is real need, they may kill us all.
I shall go now and tell the hunters what they must do. 
Whenever they wish to kill a deer, they must prepare in 
a ceremonial way. They must ask me for permission to 
kill one of us. Then, after they kill a deer, they must show 
respect to its spirit and ask for pardon. If the hunters do not 
do this, then I shall track them down. With my magic I will 
make their limbs crippled. Then they will no longer be able 
to walk or shoot a bow and arrow.”
Then Awi Usdi, Little Deer, did as he said. He went at night 
and whispered into the ears of the hunters, telling them 
what they must do.
The next morning, when they awoke, some of the hunters 
thought they had been dreaming and they were not sure 
that the dream was a true one.
Others, though, realized that Little Deer, Awi Usdi, had 
truely spoken to them. They tried to do as he told them. 
They hunted for the deer and other animals only when they 
needed food or clothing. They remembered to prepare in a 
ceremonial way, to ask permission before killing an animal 
and to ask pardon when an animal was killed.
Some of the hunters, though, paid no attention. They con-
tinued to kill animals for no reason. But Awi Usdi, Little 
Deer, came to them and, using his magic, crippled them 
with rheumatism. Before long, all of the hunters began to 
treat the animals with respect and to follow Little Deer’s 
teachings.
So it is that the animals have survived to this day. Because 
of Awi Usdi, Little Deer, the Indian people show respect. To 
this day, even though the animals and people no longer can 
speak to each other as in the old days, the people still show 
respect and give thanks to the animals they must hunt.

Little Deer and Mother Earth


