
Unit 2 Essentials Guide: Early America  

Unit overview:  
In this unit students explore the reasons why European explorers explored the Americas and what challenges they 
faced. The students will discuss the impacts of early colonization on the land and on the Native people. 
 
Essential Questions:  
 

1. What is a primary source? (Students need to know the definition and be able to look at a source and 
explain what kind of source it is and why.) 
o A primary source is an eyewitness account or observation.  It is created by either the person(s) 

involved in the event or an eyewitness to the event. 
▪ Photograph 

▪ Diary/journal entry 

▪ Speech 

▪ Letter 

▪ Government Documents (i.e. Constitution, Declaration of Independence, naturalization papers, 
passport…) 

▪ Autobiographies 

▪ Interview 

 
2. What is a secondary source? (Students need to know the definition and be able to look at a source and 

explain what kind of source it is and why.) 
o A secondary source is any item that was created after the events it describes and that was created by 

someone that was not directly involved in or not an eyewitness to the events. 
▪ Biography 

▪ Textbook 

▪ Encyclopedia 

▪ Research articles 

 
3. What were the main European countries exploring North America? 

o England 

o Spain 

o France 

 
4. What risks (challenges) did the explorers face? How did they overcome those challenges? 

o Lack of supplies for their exploration / traded or bartered for more supplies 

o Illness and diseases / separated sick crew mates 

o Uncertainty (fear) about where they were going and how long it would take / bravery and using 
navigational tools like compasses 

o Bad weather on their voyage / tried to sail around it, took extra ships in case of a shipwreck 

o Lack of financial support (money) / asked other kings or businesses for support 
o Pirates stealing their resources and supplies / carried weapons if attacked 

 
5. What were the explorers’ reasons for exploration? 

o Many wanted to find natural resources such as spices, gold, and silver to bring back to Europe. 
o Many wanted to claim land for their home country. 
o Some wanted to find a shortcut to Asia. They thought there might be a Northwest Passage through 

America to Asia, but it doesn’t exist. 
o Some wanted to spread their Christian religious beliefs to the Native Americans. 
o Many wanted fame and fortune. 



 
6. Why did the settlers want to move to America? 

o Some groups moved for religious freedom like the Pilgrims. 
o Some people wanted a chance at a better life. 
o Some people wanted to find resources to send back to Europe for a profit. 

 
7. What natural resources did the settlers find useful? 

o Wood  to build with and send back to Europe 

o Water for transportation and resources in the water, such as fish 

o New crops, such as Jamestown’s successful tobacco crop 

o Animal fur to keep warm and to send back to Europe 

 
8. What were some of the early colonies in America? 

o A colony is an area that is controlled by a country that is usually far away from that area. 
o Jamestown and Plymouth are similar because they are both English colonies located on the Atlantic 

coast. They both bartered (traded) with Native Americans in order to survive. 
o Jamestown was located in what is known today as Virginia. The location of the colony was not a great 

spot, and the colony had a rough first winter. Years later, the colony became successful because of the 
tobacco crop it began growing. 

o Plymouth was located in what is known today as Massachusetts. The Pilgrims who came to Plymouth 
came to escape religious persecution in England. The colonists in Plymouth struggled at first but learned 
how to farm and fish in this area with help from the Native Americans nearby. 

 
9. What hardships (difficulties) did the settlers face when beginning a new colony? 

o Lack of food and shelter 
o Poor weather conditions 

o Illness and disease 

o Attacks by Native Americans 

o Lack of supplies from their home country back in Europe 

o Lack of skills in farming and building shelters 

 
10.  What were the effects on Native Americans as a result of European exploration and settlement? 

o Many died from diseases. 
o Most were forced off their land so that the Europeans could settle there. 
o Some were taken as slaves. 
o Europeans forced them to change religions. 

 
11.  How did geography and climate impact the uneven expansion of slavery in the new colonies? 

o A slave is a person who is the legal property of another. 
o The triangular trade was a trade route where goods were bartered in Africa for slaves.  Then some of 

the slaves were sent to the Caribbean colonies and traded for goods.  Some slaves and goods were also 
sent to the American colonies where they traded for raw materials like wood and cotton to send back to 
Europe. 

o The warm climate and good soil in the Southern colonies like Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia made 
farming very important. Slaves were needed to work the fields at large plantations, so more slaves were 
sent to the Southern colonies than the Northern colonies. 


