
Lesson Key Facts

Grade(s): 4, 5, 6
Subject(s): Dance, English Language Arts, Health,
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Duration of lesson: 60 minutes
Author(s): Miriam Bowen

Lesson Plan and Procedure
Note: This lesson is one of a group of lessons created to teach about the

Transcontinental Railroad through the arts. Titles of the lessons can be

found in the additional resources section below. 

Preparation

Buy two copies of the book Iron Horses. Carefully cut the pages
from one copy and laminate them for durability during student use.
They work best when paired together, as shown in the book.
Make word strips to display the eight basic locomotor movements
(as shown below in �gure 1).
Make word strips for the group work section, then collaborate, cooperate, and compromise (as shown in �gure 2).
Print the group-work assessment sheet (see equipment and materials section), one copy for each group. 

Activity 1: Warming Up

Write the word locomotor on the board. Ask the students to �nd the word motor within the word. You could ask what things have motors in

them.

Teacher: Locomotor movement refers to body movements that move the body from one place to another or cause the body to travel.

Locomotor movements are the foundations of human movement. The eight basic locomotor movements are walking, running, hopping,

skipping, jumping, galloping, leaping, and sliding. (Display the words on a board or wall.)

Teacher: Let’s begin with walking. As I tap my drum, begin walking through the room.  Make sure to keep space around you so you don’t bump

into anyone or anything. (Keep a steady walking beat on your drum as the students walk.)

To add interest, or as time permits, encourage speed changes such as fast and slow, directional changes such as backward and sideways, and

pathways such as straight, curved, and zig-zag.

Lesson Summary

Explore the basic locomotor movement of
galloping.
Read the book Iron Horses.
Work in groups to create original movement
inspired by the book.
Perform, re�ect, and connect.

Iron Horses



After exploring this movement, tell your students that at an average pace, a person walks approximately 3.1 miles per hour. 

Teacher: If walking was your only form of transportation, would it take long to travel to school or other locations? Would your body need rest

and food along the way? Would you want to �nd a faster way of travel?

Teacher: A gallop is the fastest pace a horse can run, with all its feet off the ground. Show images of horses

galloping, and have students notice the height in the horse’s knees.

Teacher:  Let’s try this locomotor movement, galloping.  Encourage the students to lift their knees high as

they gallop. You may continue beating a hand drum or use music suggested in the additional resources

section.

If your space is small and your group is large, you can divide the group in half and have them take turns

watching and galloping.

Note: If you divide them, this is the perfect opportunity to establish performance etiquette, which includes the following:
Focus on the performers, noticing what they do.
Cross legs and hold still while watching.
Don’t talk during the performance.
Clap at the conclusion to show appreciation and respect for the performers.

After a vigorous minute or so of galloping, invite your students to sit down.

Teacher: Were you able to travel faster with your walk or gallop? Which took more energy? Your students

should recognize that the gallop took more energy than the walk did. They will be ready for rest. Direct them

to breathe in deeply through their noses and out through their mouths to �nd recovery.

Teacher: Can you imagine some of the traveling challenges people faced before the forms of transportation

we have today were invented? Did you know that horses travel 10 to 15 miles per hour, depending on their

strength and energy? Compare that to the 3.1 miles per hour of a walking human.  

Activity 2: Iron Horses 

Read the entire book Iron Horses by Verla Kay, including the author’s note on the last page. Take time to

de�ne words and play with movement ideas that the descriptive words inspire. This will be a model,

preparing students for the next activity. Make connections between people walking, horses galloping, and

the Transcontinental Railroad. Point out the speed of travel from Missouri to California going from six

months to six days with the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad.  

Discussion suggestions:
Why do you think the author titled the book Iron Horses?
What were the different forms of transportation in the early 1800s?
What was the reason for needing a railroad?
How did the railroad impact our nation?
What do you think a day was like for those working on the railroad?
Did the railroad have an impact on the people living in its path? 
What were the motives? (Locomotive.) How did different groups of people perceive the railroad?
What were the national ideas about the railroad versus the reality of what really happened?
Can you make any connections with this event in history to our lives now?

Activity 3

Number the students one through six, depending on the size of your group. Have them gather in their designated groups and establish

expectations. 

Teacher: It is important to collaborate, cooperate, and sometimes compromise when working in a group. (Display these words in some form for

the students to see.) 

Explain that we can know we are working well together when we do the following: 
Show respect for others.
Work hard the whole time.
Push ourselves to contribute and try new things.
Use our creativity and imagination.
Work to create something wonderful to add to the dance.



Give each group a copy of the group-work assessment sheet (see equipment and materials section) as a

guide while working together. Allow one or two groups at a time to choose a couple of pages you have

prepared from your cut and laminated book Iron Horses (two two-page layouts).

Teacher: Read the text on the pages you have chosen, and carefully observe the artwork of Michael

McCurdy to understand what is being communicated. Work together to create movement that can show the

meaning and intent of that page. (If there are extra pages not chosen, set them to the side; they can just be

read through.)

Groups with questions may raise their hands to indicate a need for assistance. Set aside time for creating and choreographing. Encourage

groups to move more than talk; once decisions are made, have students practice the sequence.  

Performance

Have the class gather in a large circle and sit down next to the members of their group.  Explain that as you open the book for a second

reading, the groups need to look and listen for the pages they have chosen. They will move into the middle of the circle to perform their

movement sequence as their chosen page is read. They will then return to their spots to watch and listen until their next page is to be read.

Read the book again from beginning to end.

Option: You could ask your students to say the text from the pages they chose. They could do this in unison

while moving or select one person in the group to be the narrator.

Establish or review performance etiquette.

Teacher: If this was a comedy, we would encourage laughter, but since it is our best work, no laughter will be

allowed from performers or audience members.  

Note: If there is laughter, stop and remind your students of the safe space you have created for sharing

movement ideas. When they are ready, pick up where you left off. This is an important part that you as the

teacher play in the success of your class experience.

When the performance is �nished, allow time for the students to clap, showing appreciation and respect for the class production. Take this

opportunity as the teacher to highlight the excellent work and efforts you observed in your students. Have a class discussion, encouraging

students to make connections and re�ect on what they have learned and accomplished.

Discussion seed ideas:
What was your favorite part of today?
Have you learned something new? What?
Did you notice how the movements chosen re�ected the intent of the author and illustrator?
What have you thought about today that you have not thought of before?
Did you most enjoy being a performer or an audience member?
Why is it important for us to know about this historical event in Utah?
How did the railroad make life better for our country?
Do you think there were problems as the railroad was built? Explain.
Do you think there were dangers and sacri�ces in this process? Explain.
Did everyone think and feel the same way about this westward expansion?
Do you want to learn more about the Transcontinental Railroad?
What can you do to move forward in your life’s journey, making wiser decisions than those which were
made in the past?
How will you use what you learned today to help you move forward in positive ways?

Learning Objectives

Understand and explore locomotor movement.
Create original movement from details in text and illustrations that express intent. 
Use performance etiquette.
Form healthy interpersonal relationships.
Communicate ideas about a historical period.



Utah State Board of Education Standards
This lesson can be used to meet standards in many grades and subject areas. We will highlight one grade's standards to give an example of

application. 

Grade 5 Dance

Standard 5.D.CR.1: Demonstrate willingness to try new ideas, methods, and approaches when creating dance. 
Standard 5.D.CR.3: Develop a dance study, creating original movement that expresses and communicates a main idea. 
Standard 5.D.P.4: Recall and execute a series of dance phrases using fundamental dance skills. 
Standard 5.D.P.9: Use performance etiquette and practices during class, rehearsal, and in formal and informal performance spaces. 

Grade 5 Social Studies

Standard 4: Students will understand that the 19th century was a time of incredible change for the United States, including geographic
expansion, constitutional crisis, and economic growth.

Objective 1: Investigate the signi�cant events during America's expansion and the roles people played.
Objective 4

c� Evaluate the roles new immigrants played in the economy of this time. 

Grade 5 English Language Arts

Reading, Literature Standard 2: Determine a theme of a story, drama, or poem from details in the text, including how characters in a
story or drama respond to challenges or how the speaker in a poem re�ects upon a topic; summarize the text.
Reading, Informational Text Standard 4: Determine the meaning of general academic and domain-speci�c words and phrases in a text
relevant to a grade 5 topic or subject area.

Grade 5 Health

Standard 5.HF.4: Demonstrate ways to express gratitude and treat others with dignity and respect.

Equipment and Materials Needed

Two copies of the following book: Kay, Verla, and Michael McCurdy. Iron Horses. New York: Putnam, 1999.
Hand drum and mallet 
Music
Word strips to display the eight basic locomotor movements PDF
Word strips for the group work section PDF
Copies of the group-work assessment for each group PDF

Additional Resources

This is one of several lessons created to teach about the Transcontinental Railroad. The other lessons in the unit include the following:

“Railroad Meter”
“Real and Ideal: A Closer Look at Westward Expansion”
“The Great American Bison”
“The New Newsies: Uncovering the Stories Buried beneath the Golden Spike”
“Railroad Rhythms”

"Transcontinental Railroad— David Dynak”  PDF
“The Lost Souls of the Transcontinental Railroad”: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Dt5vJINIyk
“Transcontinental Railroad and the American West: Making Tracks”:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0CdAzizWiyI
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Promontory,_Utah
https://americanhistory.si.edu/america-on-the-move/transportation-1876
Galloping music: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ktIAD_OWM-8
Galloping music: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-t3fBEEnQuM

https://www.uen.org/core/
https://www.uen.org/core/core.do?courseNum=1055
https://www.uen.org/core/core.do?courseNum=6050
https://www.uen.org/core/core.do?courseNum=4250
https://www.uen.org/core/core.do?courseNum=7050
https://education.byu.edu/sites/default/allfiles/arts/docs/eight-basic-locomotor-movements.pdf
https://education.byu.edu/sites/default/allfiles/arts/docs/group-work-word-strips.pdf
https://education.byu.edu/sites/default/files/media/arts_lesson_plan/files/2023/Iron-Horses-Assessment.pdf
https://education.byu.edu/sites/default/files/media/arts_lesson_plan/files/2023/Transcontinental%20Railroad%E2%80%94David%20Dynak..pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Dt5vJINIyk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0CdAzizWiyI
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Promontory,_Utah
https://americanhistory.si.edu/america-on-the-move/transportation-1876
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ktIAD_OWM-8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-t3fBEEnQuM


Train music by Zoe Keating: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8x98xVl6c6k
Train music by Tangerine Dream: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M00m_u8-0Yk
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