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OVERVIEW
National Parks have a controversial history. In this lesson, 
students will explore the long-running debates regarding 
the use of National Park lands. They will use primary and 
secondary sources to analyze different perspectives on 
this debate and explore perspectives that are often not 
discussed.

OBJECTIVES
At the conclusion of this activity, students will be able to:

 › Explain the difference between development and 
preservation in the use of National Parks;

 › Identify multiple perspectives within the debate; and

 › Describe Native American perspectives on the creation 
and use of National Parks.

STANDARDS CONNECTIONS

CONNECTIONS TO COMMON CORE 
 › CCSS.ELA.Literacy.RH.9-10.6. Compare the point of view 

of two or more authors for how they treat the same or 
similar topics, including which details they include and 
emphasize in their respective accounts.

 › CCSS.ELA.Literacy.RH.9-10.9. Compare and contrast 
treatments of the same topic in several primary and 
secondary sources.

 › CCSS.ELA.Literacy.RH.11-12.2. Determine the central 
ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; 
provide an accurate summary that makes clear the 
relationships among the key details and ideas.

CONNECTIONS TO C3 FRAMEWORK 
 › D2.Civ.10.9-12. Analyze the impact and the appropriate 

roles of personal interests and perspectives on the 
application of civic virtues, democratic principles, 
constitutional rights, and human rights.

DOCUMENTS USED

PRIMARY SOURCES
Newspaper article, “Greater Yellowstone National Park”
The Challis Messenger [Challis, Idaho], June 25, 1919
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn88056159/1919-
06-25/ed-1/seq-6/ 

Newspaper article, “Yellowstone: First National Park”
Essex County Herald [Guildhall, Vermont], September 2, 1920
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84023416/1920-
09-02/ed-1/seq-2/

SECONDARY SOURCES 
 
Article, Allie Patterson, “Indian Removal from Yellowstone 
National Park” 
ICT News, September 13, 2018 
https://www.intermountainhistories.org/items/show/344

Article, Alysa Landry, “Native History: Yellowstone National 
Park Created on Sacred Land” 
Intermountain Histories 
https://ictnews.org/archive/native-history-yellowstone-
national-park-created-on-sacred-land

Article, “ ‘Land of the Burning Ground’: The History and 
Traditions of Indigenous People in Yellowstone” 
U. S. Geological Survey, Department of the Interior, July 25, 2021 
https://www.usgs.gov/observatories/yvo/news/land-burning-
ground-history-and-traditions-indigenous-people-yellowstone

 
NATIONAL PARKS: PERSPECTIVES ON 
PRESERVATION AND DEVELOPMENT
AUTHOR: Christina Cote, Gardiner Public School, Gardiner, Montana
 

GUIDING QUESTION: 
When considering debates over the use of National Parks, whose perspectives should be heard?

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn88056159/1919-06-25/ed-1/seq-6/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn88056159/1919-06-25/ed-1/seq-6/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84023416/1920-09-02/ed-1/seq-2/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84023416/1920-09-02/ed-1/seq-2/
https://www.intermountainhistories.org/items/show/344
https://ictnews.org/archive/native-history-yellowstone-national-park-created-on-sacred-land
https://ictnews.org/archive/native-history-yellowstone-national-park-created-on-sacred-land
https://www.usgs.gov/observatories/yvo/news/land-burning-ground-history-and-traditions-indigenous-people-yellowstone
https://www.usgs.gov/observatories/yvo/news/land-burning-ground-history-and-traditions-indigenous-people-yellowstone
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Article, Richard Grant, “The Lost History of Yellowstone” 
Smithsonian Magazine, January 2021 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/lost-history-
yellowstone-180976518/

Video Clip, Ken Burns, “The Ongoing Debate: Develop or 
Preserve?” [8:16] 
The National Parks: America’s Best Idea, PBS Learning Media 
https://mpt.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/the-ongoing-debate-
develop-or-preserve-video/ken-burns-the-national-parks/ 

TEACHER-CREATED MATERIALS
 › Primary Source Packet

 › Development versus Preservation Graphic Organizer

 › Secondary Source Links

 › Development versus Preservation Graphic Organizer 
Answer Key

ACTIVITY PREPARATION
 › Organize the class into groups of three to five students 

each.  

 › Make copies of the two primary source newspaper articles 
so that half the class can reach each one.

 › Plan to distribute the secondary source links for Activity 
Two. 

 › Arrange the classroom for group work.

 › Print one copy of the Development versus Preservation 
Graphic Organizer Answer Key for teacher use.

PROCEDURE

ACTIVITY ONE: SETTING THE SCENE (30 MINUTES)
 › Introduce the idea that National Parks were controversial 

when they were created. Some government officials wanted 
to preserve the space and allow visitors to experience 
these unique landscapes, while others believed it was not 
the place of the federal government to control and manage 
vast tracts of land and incur the expense to do so. Once 
the parks were created, debates began about how to use or 
develop this land versus how to preserve or conserve the 
environment. 

 › Show students the video clip “The Ongoing Debate: Develop 
or Preserve?” [8:16].

 › Project the Development versus Preservation Graphic 
Organizer on the board and give each student a copy. 

 › Ask students, Where do you see examples of development in 
the National Parks? Where do you see examples of preservation? 
Share answers with the class, and add ideas to the graphic 
organizer projected on the board. Encourage students to 
add new ideas to their organizers.

 › Distribute copies of the two newspaper articles so that each 
group has access to both articles.

 » Teacher Tip: It will be helpful to give students access to 
the articles via the Chronicling America website so they 
can expand and zoom in on the article to make it easier 
to read. If that is not an option, consider printing large 
format copies of the articles for each group.

 › Ask students to read the newspaper articles and add 
ideas to their graphic organizers. Circulate throughout the 
classroom to provide support and offer suggestions as they 
analyze the sources.

 › Ask members of the groups to share their answers and add 
them to the class organizer on the board.

ACTIVITY TWO: MISSING NARRATIVES (30 MINUTES)
 › Stop the class and explain that while so far they have 

discussed two perspectives regarding the use of 
Yellowstone National Park, they need to consider missing 
narratives. Ask students, Whose perspectives have we not 
considered?

 › Solicit answers from the class. If students do not add the 
perspective of Indigenous peoples to the list, bring that into 
the conversation. Let students know that Native Americans 
have lived on the land that became Yellowstone National 
Park for thousands of years. Ask students, Were Indigenous 
perspectives included in the sources you have considered so 
far? Why or why not? Tell students that we cannot fully 
understand this debate until we consider these important 
perspectives.  

 » Teacher Tip: Remind students that there is no single 
Indigenous perspective. Like any group of people, there 
will be different perspectives and ideas, and they should 
look for these ideas in the sources they will read. 
Remind them that missing narratives often complicate 
the historical narrative.

 › Distribute links to the secondary source material to student 
groups. Ask students to read and add additional ideas, 
details, or questions to their organizers as they read. If 
students encounter questions, encourage them to add them 
to the box at the bottom of the organizer. 

 › Give students time to read and share their new ideas within 
their groups. 

CONNECTIONS
Several lessons in this collection explore the 
intersections of history and geography and 
the impact of the people who lived there. 
Explore how Americans strove to create a 
more perfect union as they moved, migrated, 
and explored new parts of an expanding 
nation.

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/lost-history-yellowstone-180976518/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/lost-history-yellowstone-180976518/
https://mpt.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/the-ongoing-debate-develop-or-preserve-video/ken-burns-the
https://mpt.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/the-ongoing-debate-develop-or-preserve-video/ken-burns-the
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 › Bring the class together for discussion:

 » How were Indigenous peoples affected by the development of 
Yellowstone National Park? What was their history with  
this land? 

 » In what ways did they develop the land? In what ways did 
they preserve the land?

 » How do we reconcile their experiences with the discussion of 
the debate over land use?

 » What new ideas did this generate? What questions did these 
sources generate?

ASSESSMENT OPTIONS
 › Students can write a paragraph in which they argue 

whether Yellowstone National Park should focus its efforts 
on development or conservation.

 › Students can research multiple perspectives on other 
current debates about the use of National Parks in 
reference to wildlife conservation (wolves, bison).

 › Students can research multiple perspectives on other 
current debates about the use of National Parks in 
reference to recreational activities such as snowmobiling 
and other winter activities.

 › Students can research a compromise made by competing 
groups concerning nationally protected lands. 

STUDENTS INTERESTED IN THIS 
TOPIC MIGHT BE INTERESTED IN 
RESEARCHING THE FOLLOWING FOR 
AN NHD PROJECT
 › Washburn Expedition to Yellowstone National Park (1870)

 › Creation of Yellowstone National Park (1872)

 › Antiquities Act of 1906

 › Flooding of Hetch Hetchy Valley (1913)

 › Designation of Bears Ears National Monument (2016)

To access a PDF containing all of the sources 
and materials to complete this lesson plan, go to:

NHD.ORG/250

Closer Readings Commentary: The National Parks and History 
https://edsitement.neh.gov/closer-readings/national-parks-and-history

Lesson Plan: Not “Indians,” Many Tribes: Native American Diversity 
https://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plans/not-indians-many-tribes-native-american-diversity

Media Resource: BackStory: Darkness over the Plain: The Bison in American History 
https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-darkness-over-plain-bison-american-history

Teacher’s Guide: Environmental Humanities: History, Justice, and Education 
https://edsitement.neh.gov/teachers-guides/environmental-humanities-history-justice-and-education

http://NHD.ORG/250
https://edsitement.neh.gov/closer-readings/national-parks-and-history
https://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plans/not-indians-many-tribes-native-american-diversity
https://edsitement.neh.gov/media-resources/backstory-darkness-over-plain-bison-american-history
https://edsitement.neh.gov/teachers-guides/environmental-humanities-history-justice-and-education


4

PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET

Newspaper article, “Greater Yellowstone National Park”
The Challis Messenger [Challis, Idaho], June 25, 1919
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn88056159/1919-06-25/ed-1/seq-6/ 

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn88056159/1919-06-25/ed-1/seq-6/
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (CON’T)

Newspaper article, “Yellowstone: First National Park”
Essex County Herald [Guildhall, Vermont], September 2, 1920
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84023416/1920-09-02/ed-1/seq-2/

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84023416/1920-09-02/ed-1/seq-2/
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (CON’T)
Newspaper article, “Yellowstone: First National Park" (con’t)
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PRIMARY SOURCE PACKET (CON’T)
Newspaper article, “Yellowstone: First National Park" (con’t)
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DEVELOPMENT VERSUS PRESERVATION GRAPHIC ORGANIZER

Where do you see examples of  
development in National Parks?

Where do you see examples of  
preservation in National Parks?

What other perspectives do we need to consider?

What questions do these sources generate?
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SECONDARY SOURCE LINKS

Article, Allie Patterson, “Indian Removal from Yellowstone National Park” 
ICT News, September 13, 2018 
https://www.intermountainhistories.org/items/show/344

Article, Alysa Landry, “Native History: Yellowstone National Park Created on Sacred Land” 
Intermountain Histories 
https://ictnews.org/archive/native-history-yellowstone-national-park-created-on-sacred-land

Article, “ ‘Land of the Burning Ground’: The History and Traditions of Indigenous People in Yellowstone” 
U. S. Geological Survey, Department of the Interior, July 25, 2021 
https://www.usgs.gov/observatories/yvo/news/land-burning-ground-history-and-traditions-indigenous-
people-yellowstone

Article, Richard Grant, “The Lost History of Yellowstone” 
Smithsonian Magazine, January 2021 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/lost-history-yellowstone-180976518/

 

https://www.intermountainhistories.org/items/show/344
https://ictnews.org/archive/native-history-yellowstone-national-park-created-on-sacred-land
https://www.usgs.gov/observatories/yvo/news/land-burning-ground-history-and-traditions-indigenous-people-yellowstone
https://www.usgs.gov/observatories/yvo/news/land-burning-ground-history-and-traditions-indigenous-people-yellowstone
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/lost-history-yellowstone-180976518/
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GRAPHIC ORGANIZER ANSWER KEY

Where do you see examples of  
development in National Parks?

Where do you see examples of  
preservation in National Parks?

 › recreational opportunity for people to visit

 › mining opportunities might exist

 › hunters and poachers were killing large animals

 › U.S. Army was brought in to control the park 
and build infrastructure 

 › most visitors drive cars and will need access 
to gas stations and mechanics

 › visitors range from 20,000 to 50,000+ each 
year

 › recreation opportunities to search for gold, 
play tennis, fish, and hike

 › National Park Service Park Rangers control 
the land

 › Yellowstone has geysers, need to protect them

 › U.S. Army stopped some people from hunting 
in the parks (preserving wildlife)

 › proposed park expansion could protect large 
animals

 › need to save the Jackson Hole elk herd

 › trout, bird preserve

 › fossil forests

What other perspectives do we need to consider?

 › Humans have lived in Yellowstone for over 11,000 years

 › Native Americans used obsidian for tools to trade

 › The Nez Perce fled the U.S. Army (Indian Wars)

 › The U.S. Army used violence to remove Indigenous people living in Yellowstone

 › Indians continued to use the land for hunting, gathering, and collecting minerals

 › Shoshone (Tukudkia or Sheep Eaters) lived in Yellowstone for many years but were forced out

 › Crow, Blackfeet, Bannock, Nez Perce, and Shoshone came through Yellowstone for hunting

 › In the past, some Indigenous people believed that the hot springs housed spirits

 › The Crow Reservation was part of what became Yellowstone (reduced from 30 million acres to two million 
acres)

 › The parks do not always acknowledge the contributions of Native peoples to this area

What questions do these sources generate? Answers will vary.
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