
Title of Lesson:  Steamboat Transportation in Alabama 
(Suggested grade level: 10) 

 
This lesson was created as a part of the Alabama History Education Initiative, funded by a generous grant from 
the Malone Family Foundation in 2009. 
 
Author Information:  Cindy Tennimon (Cohort 2:  2010-2011) 
    Jefferson Davis High School 
    Montgomery County Public Schools 
    Montgomery, Alabama 
 
Background Information:   

• Read the text of “Early History of Steamboats in Alabama” by Mell A. Frazer and print the 
attached excerpts. 

• An informative article about steamboats in Alabama can be found at 
http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/face/Article.jsp?id=h-1803. 

• Rivers of History: Life on the Coosa, Tallapoosa, Cahaba, and Alabama, by Harvey H. Jackson, 
III, University of Alabama Press, is an excellent resource for the study of steamboats and would 
be of value in completing the extension.  

 
Overview of lesson: This lesson is part of a unit on technological growth during the mid1800s. Students should 
have already completed study of the “Era of Good Feelings” and the invention of the steam engine. The 
students will study steamboat transportation in Alabama and write a journal entry about steamboats and their 
cargo.  

 
Content Standards 

Alabama Course of Study: Social Studies (Bulletin 2004, No. 18)  
Tenth Grade: Standard 3, p. 71 

  
National Standards for History, 1996 
Standards in History for Grades 5-12 (p. 94) 
Era 4, Standard 2 – How the industrial revolution, increasing immigration, the rapid expansion of 
slavery, and the westward movement changed the lives of Americans and led toward regional tensions. 
 
 National Curriculum Standards for Social Studies, (Bulletin 111, 2010) 
Standard 7 – Production, Distribution, and Consumption, p. 112 
 
National Content Standards in Economics, 1998 
Content Standard 5 – Students will understand that voluntary exchange only occurs when all 
participating parties expect to gain.  
  

Primary Learning Objective(s): 
• The student will understand the time/distance relationship of differing modes of transportation. 
• The student will describe the progression of river travel in the United States and Alabama from barges 

and flatboats to the steamboat. 

http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/cdm4/item_viewer.php?CISOROOT=/voices&CISOPTR=1818&CISOBOX
http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/face/Article.jsp?id=h-1803
http://www.alsde.edu/html/sections/documents.asp?section=54&sort=5&footer=sections
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/us-history-content-standards
http://www.councilforeconed.org/ea/standards/standards.pdf


• The student will explain how the invention of the steam engine and development of the steamboat 
affected the economies of the United States and Alabama. 
 

Time allotted:   50 minutes 
 
Materials and Equipment:  

• PowerPoint presentation:  “Steamboats in Alabama” 
• Excerpts from “Early History of Steamboats in Alabama” by Mell A. Frazer (attached) 
• “Steamboat’s a Comin’” writing assignment and rubric (attached) 

 
Technological Resources:  

• PowerPoint (v. ’97-2003) – If you have a newer version, a viewer (free) may be downloaded from the 
internet. 

• Computer 
• Digital projector 

 
Background/Preparation:   
This lesson will be presented as part of discussion of technological growth that takes place during the early to 
mid 1800s. Students should have already completed studies of the “Era of Good Feelings” during which the 
invention of the steam engine took place. Students should also know that the invention of the steam engine 
made Robert Fulton’s steamboat Clermont a reality and contributed to the industrialization of northern textile 
mills.  

Procedures/Activities:  Before starting the lesson, pass out the excerpts from “Early History of Steamboats in 
Alabama” to five selected students, and pass out the writing assignment to all students.  Tell the class, “During 
the lesson, you will need to take notes on the readings, the PowerPoint, and the discussion in order to complete 
the assignment.” 
 
Engagement/Motivation Activity:  Show slide one of the PowerPoint. Tell the students, “Today we are going 
to learn how the steamboat affected travel and the economy of Alabama.” Ask the students, “Approximately 
how long does it take to travel from Mobile to Montgomery today?” After students have offered answers, come 
to an agreement on the time to travel by car, approximately 2 ½ hours. Tell the students, “In the early 1800s the 
trip upriver from Mobile took weeks to complete. With the innovation of steamboat, goods could be moved 
from Mobile to Montgomery in a much shorter time. The advent of the steamboat dramatically changed the 
lives of the people who lived along the river. Let’s take a look at the evolution of transportation in the 1800s.” 

 
Step 1 Review the time period by showing slides two through five on the PowerPoint, 

“Steamboats in Alabama.” 
Step 2 Show slide six. Tell students, “By the 1820s, Montgomery had become a center 

of the cotton trade. Cotton would be taken from the Black Belt area of Alabama 
to the port of Mobile and then shipped to northern textile mills. At that time, it 
took a keelboat four to six weeks to come upriver from Mobile to Montgomery.” 
Ask student with Excerpt #1 to read the selection. Allow time for discussion. 
Show slide seven to introduce the role of the steamboat in Alabama. 

Step 3 Show slide eight. Have student read Excerpt #2. Ask the following questions: 
• “What was the name of the first steamboat to arrive in Montgomery from 

http://www.archives.alabama.gov/ahei/Steamboat_Transportation_in_Alabama_March_2011.ppt
http://digital.archives.alabama.gov/cdm4/item_viewer.php?CISOROOT=/voices&CISOPTR=1818&CISOBOX
http://www.coseti.org/powerpnt.htm
http://www.archives.alabama.gov/ahei/Steamboat_Transportation_in_Alabama_March_2011.ppt
http://www.archives.alabama.gov/ahei/Steamboat_Transportation_in_Alabama_March_2011.ppt


Mobile?” 
• “When did the steamboat arrive?” 
• “How long did the trip take?” 
• “Why do you think the steamboat had to stop three times along the way?” 
• “Why was there such ‘profound excitement’ in Montgomery?” 
• “How fast did the steamboat travel in an hour?” 
• “What was the immediate result of the arrival of the Harriet?” 

Step 4  
 

Show slide nine. Have student read Excerpt #3. Ask the following questions: 
• “Why was the Tensas considered a ‘wonderful sight?” 
• “How long was the trip from Mobile to Selma?” 
• “What is the difference between a stern-wheeler and a side-wheeler?” 
• “How was the Tensas guided?” 
• “How much cotton could she carry?” 
• “What was the earliest method of alerting dock workers and passengers 

of the imminent arrival of the steamboat?” 
• “How did this method change over time?” 

Step 4   Have student read Excerpt #4. Ask the following questions: 
• “What kinds of goods were brought upriver from Mobile?” 
• “What was transported back to Mobile on the steamboats?” 
• “How did the delay of the Cotton Plant distress the well-to-do in 

Montgomery?” 
• “What kinds of goods do you think were transported in barrels?” 

Step 5    
 

Show slide ten. Tell the students, “The side-wheeler Magnolia shown here is 
being loaded at a cotton shoot. The cotton shoot allowed cotton to be loaded 
from plantations and warehouses located on river bluffs where cotton was stored 
to protect it from flooding. Farmers would locate warehouses on the bluffs for 
storing both their and their neighbors’ cotton.” 

Step 6 Have student read Excerpt #5 which was quoted from Frederick Law Olmsted’s 
Seaboard Slave States. Have students describe the loading process in their own 
words. Remind them that the cotton had been compressed by a cotton press into 
a bale weighing approximately 500 pounds. 

Step 7 Show slides eleven through thirteen. Allow time for discussion.   

 
 
Assessment Strategies:  

• Have students complete the writing assignment described on the attached “Steamboat’s a Comin’” 
writing assignment and rubric sheet. 

Extension:  
• Have students research and compare the accommodations of passengers on early steamboats and later 

steamboats. 
 
 



Remediation:  
• Copies of the PowerPoint handout can be provided to the student prior to the presentation.  
• Student can be given a starting sentence for the writing assignment. 

 
Accommodation:  

• Require fewer paragraphs for the writing assignment. 
• Grade less strictly on grammar and spelling. 
 

Modification:  
• Have student complete a four-frame picture story in lieu of the writing assignment. 

 
 



Excerpts from “Early History of Steamboats in Alabama” 

Excerpt #1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Excerpt #2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Excerpt #3 

 

 

 

 



Excerpt #4 

 

  

 



Excerpt # 5 

 

 



Steamboat’s a Comin’ 
Writing Assignment and Rubric 

 
Student Name ________________________________________________  
 

Directions: 
Choose one of the following writing prompts: 

• Imagine you are living in Montgomery.  You are very excited to see a steamboat coming 
up the Alabama River for the first time. Write a journal entry of at least three paragraphs 
in which you describe seeing the steamboat and the workers unloading its cargo. Describe 
the items being unloaded for Montgomery and loaded for Mobile. Use information 
discussed in the PowerPoint presentation and in the readings.  

• Imagine you are observing the loading of cotton from a high bluff on the Alabama River 
onto the Magnolia. Write a journal entry of at least three paragraphs in which you 
describe seeing the steamboat and the workers on the bluff and on the steamboat loading 
the cotton. Use information discussed in the PowerPoint presentation and in the readings. 

Rubric: 
 

CATEGORY  4 points 3 points 2 points 1 point Score 
Focus on 
Topic  

There is one clear, 
well-focused topic. 
Main idea stands 
out and is 
supported by 
detailed 
information.  

Main idea is clear 
but the supporting 
information is 
general.  

Main idea is 
somewhat clear 
but there is a 
need for more 
supporting 
information.  

The main idea is 
not clear. There is 
a seemingly 
random collection 
of information.  

 

Accuracy of 
Facts   

There are two to 
three accurate and 
supportive facts in 
each paragraph. 

There are two to 
three supportive 
facts in each 
paragraph but not 
all are accurate. 

Not all facts are 
accurate or 
supportive.   

No facts are 
reported or most 
are inaccurately 
reported.  

 

Sequencing  Details are placed 
in a logical order 
and hold the 
attention of the 
reader. 

Details are placed 
in a logical order 
but are not very 
interesting.  

Some details are 
not in a logical or 
expected order 
thus distracting 
the reader.  

Many details are 
not in a logical or 
expected order.  

 

Grammar & 
Spelling   

Writer makes no 
errors in grammar 
or spelling.  

Writer makes 1-2 
errors in grammar 
or spelling. 

Writer makes 3-4 
errors in grammar 
or spelling. 

Writer makes 
more than 4 errors 
in grammar or 
spelling. 

 

Conclusion  The conclusion is 
strong and leaves 
the reader with a 
better 
understanding of 
steamboats in 
Alabama.  

There is a 
predictable 
conclusion that 
gives the reader 
some 
understanding of 
steamboats in 
Alabama.  

There is a 
conclusion, but it 
does not 
summarize the 
content of the 
writing 
assignment. 

There is no clear 
conclusion.  

 

 
               Total ________ 
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