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Answer Key: Pioneering Plains: Probing 4th Grade Prairie Perspectives

Synthesize the impact of the Pony Express, Sod Houses, and the Telegraph while evaluating how technology
and environment reshaped Western survival and communication.

1. Before the telegraph was invented, how did the 'Pony Express' improve communication during
Westward Expansion?

Answer: B) It used a relay of riders on horseback to deliver letters in just 10 days.

The Pony Express was a crucial (though short-lived) mail service that used a relay system of young riders to cut
delivery time between Missouri and California by more than half.

2. Because there were very few trees on the Great Plains, families built 'soddies’ which were houses
made out of blocks of

Answer: C) Prairie grass and dirt

Settlers adapted to their environment by cutting thick chunks of prairie sod (roots and soil) to use as bricks because
timber was scarce on the treeless plains.

3. True or False: The arrival of the Transcontinental Telegraph in 1861 ended the need for the Pony
Express almost overnight.

Answer: A) True

Once the telegraph could send electronic messages instantly across the country, the horse-based mail delivery
became obsolete and the Pony Express closed two days later.

4. Which of these captures a major risk faced by the 'Exodusters’' moving to Kansas in the late 1870s?

Answer: C) Escaping discrimination in the South to find self-sufficiency.

Exodusters were African Americans who migrated from states along the Mississippi River to Kansas to escape the
post-Civil War South and own their own land.

5. The 'Iron Horse' was a nickname given by both settlers and Native Americans to the

Answer: A) Steam locomotive
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The steam locomotive was called the 'iron horse' because it moved much faster than animals and fundamentally
changed how people and goods crossed the continent.

6. True or False: The introduction of barbed wire helped open-range cattle ranchers move their herds
more easily across the plains.

Answer: B) False

Barbed wire actually ended the 'open range' era by allowing farmers to fence in their crops, which blocked the paths
of cattle drives and caused conflict between farmers and ranchers.

7. In the mid-1800s, many Chinese immigrants moved to the American West primarily to work on which
difficult project?

Answer: C) Constructing the Transcontinental Railroad

Thousands of Chinese immigrants were essential to the construction of the Central Pacific Railroad, performing
dangerous work blasting through the Sierra Nevada mountains.

8. To get water from deep underground on the dry Great Plains, many settlers used to power
their pumps.

Answer: C) Windmills

Windmills used the consistent prairie winds to pump water from deep wells, which was the only way many families
could survive and farm in the semi-arid environment.

9. How did the 'Reaper,’ invented by Cyrus McCormick, change life for pioneers in the West?
Answer: A) It allowed them to harvest wheat much faster than by hand.

The mechanical reaper allowed farmers to harvest vast amounts of grain quickly, making large-scale farming possible
on the expansive Western plains.

10. True or False: The 'Great American Desert' was a nickname many early explorers gave to the Great
Plains because they thought the land was useless for farming.

Answer: A) True

Early explorers like Stephen Long labeled the area the 'Great American Desert' because of its lack of trees and surface
water, not realizing that new technologies would soon make it a 'breadbasket'.
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