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Introduction

When educators aim to illuminate the complex tapestry of American history, few themes are as evocative and 

contested as Manifest Destiny. This doctrine, once a rallying cry for westward expansion, has since become a 

focal point for discussions on nationalism, ideology, and the moral ambiguities of progress. To bring this historical 

narrative to life for students, teachers often turn to guided reading—a student �centered approach that blends 

literary analysis with critical thinking. In this article, we explore how a manifest destiny guided readingprogram

can transform the classroom, fostering deep understanding while simultaneously sharpening literacy skills.

What Is Manifest Destiny?

Manifest Destiny was a 19th �century belief that the United States was preordained to spread across North America,

from the Atlantic to the Pacific. The term, coined by journalist John L. O'Sullivan in 1845, encapsulated a blend of

religious conviction, economic ambition, and cultural superiority. While the idea galvanized settlers and politicians

alike, it also precipitated the displacement of Native American tribes, the annexation of territories, and conflicts

such as the Mexican �American War.

Understanding Manifest Destiny requires more than memorizing dates; it demands grappling with the moral 

questions it raises. How did the promise of expansion shape American identity? What were the consequences for 

those who were left behind? A manifest destiny guided readingframework can help students navigate these

questions by engaging directly with primary sources, literary depictions, and scholarly interpretations.

Guided Reading: A Pedagogical Overview

Guided reading is a differentiated instruction model that places students in small groups based on reading level

and skill. The teacher acts as a facilitator, providing targeted support while allowing students to take ownership of

their learning. Key components include:

1.  Selection of Texts: Choosing materials that align with learning objectives and student interests.

2.  Pre �Reading Activities: Activating background knowledge and setting purposeful questions.

3.  During �Reading Strategies: Employing think �alouds, annotation, and discussion prompts.

4.  Post �Reading Reflection: Encouraging synthesis, evaluation, and application.

When applied to a historical theme like Manifest Destiny, guided reading becomes a powerful vehicle for integrating

content knowledge with reading comprehension and critical analysis.

Why Use Guided Reading for Manifest Destiny?

Several pedagogical benefits make guided reading an ideal approach for teaching this complex topic:

•  Depth of Engagement: Students can delve into primary documents—such as newspaper editorials, political 

speeches, and personal journals—while receiving scaffolded support.

•  Critical Thinking Development: By interrogating the motives behind expansionist rhetoric, learners practice 

evaluating bias, perspective, and evidence.



•  Literacy Skill Integration: Students simultaneously improve vocabulary, inference, and summarization skills, all 

while exploring historical content.

•  Student Ownership: Small �group settings empower learners to choose discussion topics, fostering a sense of 

agency.

In essence, a manifest destiny guided readingunit equips students with the tools to question narratives,

appreciate diverse viewpoints, and articulate informed positions.

Planning a Manifest Destiny Guided Reading Unit

Designing a successful unit involves careful alignment of objectives, texts, and assessment. Below is a step �by �step

framework.

1. Set Clear Learning Objectives

Define what students should know and be able to do by the end of the unit. Examples include:

•  Identify the key arguments of Manifest Destiny proponents.

•  Analyze primary sources for bias and perspective.

•  Compare and contrast the experiences of settlers and Native Americans.

•  Articulate the long �term social and political impacts of westward expansion.

2. Select Appropriate Texts

Choose a mix of primary and secondary sources that cater to different reading levels.

•  Primary Sources: John L. O'Sullivan’s 1845 editorial, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, letters from pioneers, 

and oral histories from Native American elders.

•  Secondary Sources: Scholarly essays, historical overviews, and contemporary analyses that contextualize the 

era.

•  Excerpts from novels like Leaves of Grass or The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn that reflect the era’s ethos.

3. Design Pre �Reading Activities

Activate background knowledge and set a purpose for reading.

1.  Show a short documentary clip or map illustrating the 19th �century territorial changes.

2.  Pose open �ended questions such as, “What does the term ‘Manifest Destiny’ suggest about national identity?”

3.  Have students create a Venn diagram comparing settler and Native American perspectives.

4. Conduct Guided Reading Sessions

During each session, implement the following strategies:

•  Think �Alouds: Model how to question the text’s purpose and authorial intent.

•  Use annotation tools to highlight key terms, dates, and claims.

•  Facilitate peer discussions using structured prompts (e.g., “What evidence supports the author’s claim?”).

5. Post �Reading Reflection and Assessment

Encourage synthesis and evaluation through varied formats.

•  Write a reflective essay connecting the historical theme to contemporary issues.

•  Create a debate where students argue from the perspective of different stakeholders.

•  Use a rubric that assesses comprehension, critical analysis, and communication skills.

Sample Lesson Plan: “The Editorial Debate”



Below is a concise lesson plan that demonstrates the guided reading cycle applied to a pivotal text: John L.

O'Sullivan’s 1845 editorial “The American Idea.”

Objective

Students will analyze the editorial to identify rhetorical strategies and evaluate the ethical implications of Manifest

Destiny.

Materials

•  Copies of the editorial (digital or print)

•  Annotation sheets

•  Discussion prompt cards

•  Assessment rubric

Procedure

1.  Warm �up (5 min): Show a map of U.S. expansion from 1800 to 1860.

2.  Pre �Reading (10 min): Discuss the concept of “American Idea.” Students jot down initial impressions.

3.  Guided Reading (20 min): In pairs, students annotate the editorial, marking persuasive language, appeals to 

emotion, and factual claims.

4.  Discussion (15 min): Use prompt cards: “Does the author justify the displacement of Native peoples? Why or 

why not?”

5.  Post �Reading (10 min): Students write a brief reflection: “How does this editorial reflect the broader ideology 

of Manifest Destiny?”

6.  Assessment (5 min): Collect reflections and evaluate using the rubric.

Common Challenges and Solutions

While guided reading is highly effective, teachers may encounter obstacles. Below are typical challenges and

strategies to overcome them.

1. Diverse Reading Levels

Students may vary widely in reading proficiency.

•  Solution: Use leveled texts and provide reading supports such as glossaries, audio versions, or sentence 

starters.

2. Sensitivity to Content

Manifest Destiny involves topics of displacement and cultural conflict.

•  Solution: Prepare discussion guidelines that respect diverse perspectives and encourage empathy.

3. Time Constraints

Deep analysis can be time �intensive.

•  Solution: Use a flipped classroom model where students preview texts at home and focus on analysis in class.

Resources for Teachers

Below is a curated list of materials that can enrich a manifest destiny guided reading unit.

Primary Source Collections

•  Library of Congress: American Memory – Digitized newspapers and letters.



•  National Archives: Westward Expansion Documents – Treaties, maps, and official correspondence.

•  Digital Public Library of America (DPLA) – Access to images, manuscripts, and oral histories.

Secondary Sources and Textbooks

•  “America: A Narrative History” – Comprehensive overview of 19th �century expansion.

•  “The American West: A History” by Robert V. Hine – Focus on social and environmental impacts.

•  “Manifest Destiny and the Expansion of the United States” by Paul Finkelman – Scholarly analysis of the 

ideology.

Digital Tools

•  Google Arts & Culture: The American West – Interactive exhibits and primary documents.

•  Nearpod: Guided Reading Templates – Customizable lesson plans.

•  Padlet: Collaborative Annotation – Allows students to annotate and discuss texts online.

Integrating Technology into Guided Reading

Modern classrooms benefit from digital platforms that enhance engagement and collaboration.

•  Digital Annotation: Tools like Hypothes.is let students add comments to PDFs, fostering peer feedback.

•  Virtual Reality (VR) Experiences: VR tours of 19th �century settlements provide immersive context.

•  Online Discussion Boards: Platforms such as Edmodo or Piazza keep conversations alive beyond the 

classroom.

Assessment Strategies

Assessing a manifest
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