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The Importance of Agriculture
Here (web page 6.4) is a more detailed review of the 
type of crops grown by the Mississippians.

•  Journal – Have students answer the questions in the 
journal.

Did the Mississippians Trade 
with Their Neighbors?
How would we know? Many artifacts have been 
excavated in places where the materials from which 
they were made did not exist. For example, take this 
Whelk Shell engraved with Birdman.  It was found 
at Spiro Mounds in Oklahoma, but similar shells and 
beads made from pieces of these shells are commonly 
found at Cahokia ... but Cahokia is several hundred 
miles from the Gulf of Mexico or the Atlantic Ocean, 
where these shells originate.

Activities

•  Web (web page 6.5) – The interactive is a replica 
of one of three large murals that hang in the Cahokia 
Mounds Interpretive Center. Students listen to audio 
commentary and locate various objects and places. A 

Student Journal sheet is available for note-taking. 
	
•  Geography/Math - Have students look at the 
Engraved Whelk Shell with Hero Twins Emerging 
from the Earth and the Copper Repoussé Plate 
Depicting the Hero Morning Star (seen on web page 
5.4.) On a map, have students mark where these 
objects were made and where they were found. How 
far did these objects travel?

•  More Geography/Math - Have students think about 
the items they use daily, such as clothing, electronics, 
and food, and where these items are manufactured. 
Have students mark these locations on a map and 
calculate the distance between the place of 
manufacture and where they live.

Virtual Field Assignments
The three largest known surviving Mississippian 
urban centers are Cahokia, Etowah in Georgia and 
Moundville in Alabama. While not an urban center, 
the majority of important Mississippian artifacts have 
been unearthed at Spiro in Oklahoma. Each 
archeological site is linked (web page 6.6.)

Activity 

•  Compare - Using the Venn diagram in the journal, 
have students compare what they know about 
Cahokia to one of the three sites. They can then write 
a three-paragraph essay with the first about Cahokia, 
the second detailing the site they chose, and the third 
about the similarities they both share. For gifted or 
more advanced students, use a Venn diagram with 
three or four circles instead of two.
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Chunkey Player and Online 
Quiz 
The quiz is designed to test further knowledge of 
what has been presented up to this point in 
Investigation 6. Students can add the Birdman symbol 
to their Arch-ae-o Archive by answering 80% of the 
questions correctly (web page 6.7.)

The symbol awarded is that of a Chunkey Player. The 
figure holds a chunkey stone in one hand. The stones 
were so prized that people were often buried with 
them. The game of chunkey is one of the main 
characteristics of the Mississippian culture. 

What’s the Story?
Archaeologists say that every object has a story. 
Photos and details of nine Mississippian artifacts are 
found (web page 6.8) in an online iPad. Enlarged 
high resolution images of each of the nine artifacts 
can be seen in the iPad gallery. Be sure students 
watch the video found in the iPad too.

Activity

•  Imaginary Artifact – Have students create a drawing 
of an artifact of their own and explain its significance. 

•  Internet Research – In 1990, a law was passed in 
the United States called the Native American Graves 
Protection and Repatriation Act 55 (NAGPRA), 
which requires the return of certain Native American 
objects (human remains, funerary objects, sacred ob-
jects, and objects of cultural patrimony) to the descen-
dents of their original owners. Have students look up 
Act 55 (www.cr.nps.gov/nagpra) for more 
information and present the issues to the class as a 
panel discussion or write a position paper.

Path of Souls Symbol and 
Bonus Round

The quiz is designed to test knowledge of what has
been presented in Investigation 6. Students can add 
the Axis Mundi to their Arch-ae-o Archive by 
answering 80% of the questions correctly (web page 
6.9.)

The Mississippians believed this was the path to the 
Afterlife and that Earth Mother guarded the door. It 
was seen in the sky as the Milky Way. 

Wrap Up
Discuss with the students the information they have 
collected in the Journal. Give them an opportunity to 
add or modify any of their own entries. 

Explain to students:
	
The Spanish conquistador Hernando de Soto 
encountered villages of indigenous people on his 
disastrous expedition of 1539-1543. They were still 
living as their Mississippian forebears, although 
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Cahokia, Moundville, and Etowah had declined and 
ceased to be active seats of power. Indeed, de Soto’s 
account shows that some Indian people informed the 
Spaniards that many old towns had been or were 
being abandoned. These accounts plus 
archaeological evidence, indicate that a process of 
decline began around 1400 or 1450 in the Southeast. 
However, Mississippians were essentially gone from 
the Midwest before 1400.
 
What could have initiated this disintegration of the 
once powerful Mississippian way of life? There is 
no definitive answer but archeologists believe that 
a combination of some of the following may have 
caused the collapse of the great societies: 

Food Shortages & Depletion of Resources - The 
food surplus that apparently enabled these societies 
to exist began to fail as they used up the resources 
around them, such as wood, game, and plants. 
Perhaps the Mississippians depleted the forests for 
timber to build thousands of houses over hundreds of 
years, massive wooden structures and firewood, and 
in turn the wildlife of the forests vanished. Years of 
planting fields may have depleted the nutrients in the 
soil, resulting smaller crop yields.

Environmental Factors - Perhaps extended droughts 
or floods impacted the natural flora and fauna, as well 
as croplands. A gradual cooling of the climate 
beginning in the 1200s may have led to earlier and 
later frosts, affecting their crops.
  
Warfare – Competition for the resources that re-
mained would lead to more conflict and warfare. 
While battles with outside groups may have occurred, 
archaeologists have not found direct evidence of 
major warfare at Chaokia, but it is indicated by the 
construction of Stockade walls around communities 

and the possible burning of the community associated 
with the East St. Louis mound group.
 
Malnutrition and Disease - After 1275, there is 
evidence of widespread malnutrition at Cahokia, as 
seen in the skeletal remains of the commoners. The 
crowded living conditions would result in the spread 
of contagious diseases. Overdependence on a 
corn-based diet would lead to nutritional deficiencies. 

Loss of Faith in Leadership – All of these factors 
may have led to the people turning against their 
leaders when crop yields decreased and famine 
spread, bringing further uncertainty, unrest, sickness 
and conflict. The leaders were supposed to be able 
to control these problems and when they couldn’t, 
people began to leave and go elsewhere.

Small Group or Individual Projects

•  Panel, Report, or Multimedia Project -  Have 
students come up with their best thinking on one or 
more of the following topics: 

a.  What kinds of internal and external factors can 
cause civilizations to fall?

b.  If changes like these occurred today, are we better 
equipped to handle them than ancient peoples were?

c.  What are the important factors that a society needs 
to survive?

d.  How do scientists find out what happened to 
ancient civilizations?

e.  What kind of evidence do they use?

f.  How do they interpret that evidence?
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Other
Resources

Books
Bruchac, Joseph. 1997. Lasting Echoes: An Oral 
History of Native American People. Silver Whistle. 
In this book, Bruchac discusses the history of Native 
Americans, with a sampling of excerpts from their 
own accounts of their experiences. Grades 5 and up.

Cahokia Mounds Museum Society. 1995. Journey 
to Cahokia: An Educational Activity Book. 
American Education Press and the Cahokia Mounds 
Museum Society. Join Running Deer and his father, 
Stands Tall, as they travel from their small village. 
One day’s journey to Cahokia and the people, places 
and activities they witness along the way and at 
Cahokia. Includes educational activities.

Dolan, Marlena, ed. 1996. Just Talking about 
Ourselves: Voices of Our Youth Volume 3. Theytus 
Books Ltd. These stories, poetry, and visual art by 
Native American young people of British Columbia, 
full of truth, strength, and courage, reflect the often 
harsh realities of their lives. Grades 5 and up.

Hirschfelder, Arlene B., and Yvonne Wakim 
Dennis. 2003. Children of Native America Today. 
Charlesbridge Publishing. Photoessay showing the 
traditions, activities, and lifestyles of various North 
American tribes. Grades 3 through 6.

Hirschfelder, Arlene B., and Beverly R. Singer. 
1992. Rising Voices: Writings of Young Native 
Americans. Ballatine. A collection of poems and 
essays in which young American Indians share their 
feelings about iden- tity, their families and 
communities, and the harsh realities of their lives. 
Grades 5 and up.

Littlechild, George. 1993. This Land Is My Land. 
Children’s Book Press. Illustrated by the author’s own 
paintings, this book describes the experiences of 
Indians of North America in general as well as his 
experiences growing up as a Plains Cree Indian in 
Canada. Grades 3 through 6.

Lorenz, Albert, and Joy Schleh. 2004. Journey to 
Cahokia: A Boy’s Visit to the Great Mound City. 
Harry N. Abrams, Inc. Publishers. This book relates 
the tale of a young Native American named Little 
Hawk. With his family and others from their tribe, 
Little Hawk is chosen to make a trading journey from 
his small village to the great mound city of Cahokia 
(A.D. 800-1400) in what is now the midwestern 
United States. Grades 3 through 6.

Ortiz, Simon. The People Shall Continue. Illustrated 
by Sharol Graves. 1998. Children’s Book Press. 
Traces the progress of the Native Americans from the 
Creation to the present. Grades 3 through 6.

Websites
www.AmericanIndian.si.edu 
The National Museum of the American Indian and 
provides teaching materials and an extensive list of 
books for teachers and students.

www.cahokiamounds.com 
The official web site of the Cahokia Mounds State 
Historic Site includes more information on 
archaeology and historical digs and finds.



www.cr.nps.gov/nagpra 
The Native American Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) provides an overview of 
the law and a map of all of the Indian reservations in 
the continental United States.

www.texasbeyondhistory.net/kids/caddo
Explore the world of the Caddo, including the history, 
village life, mystery of the mounds, and archaeology.

www.ewebtribe.com/NACulture
A resource on many facets of Native American 
culture.
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