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Module 3, Lesson 1 

Early settlement patterns of the United States 
 
Before Europeans came to America, Native Americans had been living on the land for thousands of 
years. 
 
Starting in the early 1600s, many people from Europe started coming to America to settle the same 
lands where millions of Native Americans had lived, hunted, fished, farmed, and traveled. The first 
European settlements were along the Atlantic Coast. 
 
In the first 150 years after Europeans started coming to America (until about 1765), European 
settlement spread from the Atlantic Coast to the Appalachian Mountains. In the next one hundred 
years, settlement advanced all the way to the Pacific Ocean. As European settlements spread 
westward, Native American tribes were killed or driven off their lands and forced to move westward 
onto reservations.   
 
This lesson is about the movement of European peoples from the settled regions of the eastern United 
States to lands farther west. As these people moved west, their settlements formed different patterns 
on the land. Sometimes the settlements formed a regular pattern; other times, the settlements were 
irregular, or scattered. Sometimes the settlements were close to transportation routes, such as rivers; 
other times, they were located close to each other, forming clusters. 
 
Let’s explore the historical settlement patterns we can still see among the cities of today. 
 

Task 1: Open the map  
 

1. If you do not intend to save your work: 
a) Launch an Internet browser. 
b) Go to this link: 

http://arcg.is/1K6fFX8 
c) Skip Step 2 and proceed with the lesson. 

 
2. If you wish to save in a Public or Organization account, go to http://esriurl.com/SaveAGO and 

follow the directions.  
 

A map document has been created for you to use in this exercise. When the map document opens, you 
see a map of the United States on your screen. (You don’t see Alaska and Hawaii in this view.) 
 
The ArcGIS Online Map Viewer title is in the top left corner of the window. 
 

http://arcg.is/1K6fFX8
http://esriurl.com/SaveAGO
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On the left side of the map, you see a list of layers. Layers are used to show geographic data on a GIS 
map. Each layer has a name and a legend. On the top, you see buttons and tools that you will use 
during this activity. 
 
In the top right corner you will see a “Modify Map” link. 
 

3. Click on the Modify Map link. 
 

4. Look at the top of the ArcGIS Online map viewer window and notice the different buttons. You 
will use some of these buttons as you progress through this lesson. 

Task 2: Enlarge the ArcGIS Online window 
 
If the ArcGIS Online Map Viewer window is small when the map document first opens, you may wish to 
enlarge it. 
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5. In the upper right corner (PC) or upper left corner (Mac) of your ArcGIS Online window there 
are three buttons. Click the middle button (PC) or the right green button (Mac). 
 
 

PC 

    
 
Mac 

 
 

Now the ArcGIS Online Map Viewer window fills your whole screen. 
 

You can also change the size of your ArcGIS Online window by stretching it. Stretching the window 
instead of maximizing it allows you to organize other windows and dialog boxes as they appear. 

 
6. Place the cursor on any corner of the ArcGIS Online window that is not at the edge of your 

screen. The cursor changes to a diagonal double-headed arrow. Click and drag the window 
outward until the ArcGIS Online window fills about two-thirds of the screen. Let go of the 
mouse button. 
 

Take a minute to label the states. 
 

7. Click on the Show Contents of Map button. 
 

   
  OR   

 
 

8. Click on the States layer name and click on the ellipses (three dots). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

9. Click on Create Labels. 
 

The state names cover up some of the small states. Let’s use abbreviations instead of full names. 
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10. Click the arrow to the right of Text State Name. 
 

11. Scroll down and click on State Abbreviation. 
 

12. Make sure the Size is 10. 
 

13. Click OK. 
 
Now the states are labeled with their abbreviations. In order to see the full name of a state when you 
want to, or if a state is too small to display the label, you will click on a state to see a popup window 
with information. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
When you zoom in to make the states larger, the labels appear for those states that couldn’t display. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Q1:  Look at the sizes of the states. What pattern do you see when you move from east to 
west? (Circle all the correct answers.) 

A. Eastern states are smaller. 

B. Eastern states are larger. 

C. Western states are smaller. 

D. Western states are larger. 
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Task 3: Settlements started along the East Coast 
 
The first European settlements developed along the East Coast. The British established their first 
settlement at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607. Settlers established more towns in Plymouth and Boston, 
Massachusetts, and elsewhere between 1620 and 1630. 
 
You will show cities on the map. Even though the cities you add are modern cities, they still reflect the 
settlement patterns that began with the early European settlements. 
 

14. Turn on the Cities layer by placing a check mark next to the layer name. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

15. Click on the Cities layer name and click on the Change Style icon. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

16. Click on the Location (Single Symbol) Options button. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17. Click on Symbols 

 
 

A check mark means the layer is turned 
on. No check mark means it is turned off. 
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18. Choose the green circle and change the Symbol Size 

to 10. 
 

19. Click OK. 
 

20. Click OK again. 
 

21. Click Done. 
 

Now all the cities appear as green dots. 
 

 Q2:  Which half of the country has more cities? 

a. Eastern half 

b. Western half 
 
 
 Q3:  Zoom in to look at the states along the East Coast. List three of the states that have 

clusters of cities along their eastern shore. (Hint: Click the state to open the Identify window.) 
 

a. ________________________________________________________________ 
 

b. ________________________________________________________________ 
 

c. ________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Task 4: When European settlers moved west from the coast, they often followed 
waterways. 
 
People used lakes and rivers to travel to new places to settle. People also used lakes and rivers to carry 
goods and travel from areas far from the ocean back to the shore, where most trading with Europe 
took place. This was especially true in the northeastern states. 

 

 

22. Turn on the NE Rivers layer by placing a check mark next to the layer name. 
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23. Click on the NE Rivers layer name, click on the ellipses and click Zoom to. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The map zooms to the northeast part of the country. Now the northeast rivers appear as thick blue 
lines with blue labels. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The British people used the waterways as highways, just like the Native Americans did. Some settled 
along the coast of Chesapeake Bay. It was here that the Native Americans introduced the settlers to 
tobacco. 
 

24. To find Chesapeake Bay, look at your map and follow the clues below. 
 

25. Clue #1: Find the Susquehanna River. (Hint: It has a blue label.) 
 

26. Clue #2: Find the place where the Susquehanna River empties into the ocean. 
 

Now you have found Chesapeake Bay. 
 

 Q4:  Are there cities along the coast of Chesapeake Bay? (Circle the correct answer.) 

a. Yes 

b. No 
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 Q5:  Most of these cities are in what state? (Hint: Click on state.) __________________ 
 

The Dutch settled along the Hudson River. Henry Hudson, an Englishman working for a Dutch trading 
company, was the first European to discover the Hudson River Valley. He was sailing along America’s 
north Atlantic Coast when he found it by accident in 1609. He entered what is now New York Bay and 
sailed up the river that was later named for him. His explorations led to the area being settled by the 
Dutch between 1609 and 1664. The Dutch settlement was first known as New Amsterdam, but was 
later renamed by the British to New York. 
 

27. Turn off the Cities layer by clicking the check mark next to its name. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

28. Look at the map and find the Hudson River. 
 

29. Find the place where the Hudson River empties into the ocean. 
 

30. Turn the Cities layer back on. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Q6:  Are cities found along the Hudson River where it empties into the ocean? (Circle the 

correct answer.) 

a. Yes 

b. No 

 Q7:  Most of these cities are in what state? (Hint: Click on states for state names.) 

_________________ 

 

Task 5: By about 1750, European settlements had moved west as far as the 
Appalachian Mountains 
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The early European settlers wanted to stay close to each other and to their home countries across the 
Atlantic. The rugged Appalachian Mountains discouraged them from moving farther west for many 
years because it was difficult to cross, with few openings and few trails for wagons. 
 

31. Click on the States layer name and click on the Change Style icon. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

32. Click on the Location (Single symbol) Options button. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

33. Click on Showing location Only and then click on the Symbols link. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
34. Drag the Transparency slider to the right to 100%. 
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35. Click OK.  

 
36. Click OK again. 

 
37. Click Done. 

 

Now you see just the outlines of the states with their labels. 
 

38. Turn on the Elevation layer by clicking the box next to the Elevation layer name. (Be patient 
while this layer draws.) 

 
39. Click on the Elevation layer name and click on the Show Legend icon. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Elevation layer shows high areas (mountains) and low areas (plains). 
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 Q8:  Look at the map and the Elevation legend. Which color do you think represents the 
Appalachian Mountains? (Circle the correct answer.) 

a. Dark green 

b. Light green 

c. Light brown 

d. Dark brown 

e. Pink 

 
 Q9:  How do mountains affect where cities are located?   

________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________ 

 ________________________________________________ 
 

 
40. To see the mountains better, turn on the Landforms layer by clicking the box next to its name. 

 
This layer is an image (or picture) that shows the mountains and plains and it will make the mountains 
to appear more “3D”. 
 
 

41. Click on the Elevation layer name, click on the ellipses (3 dots) and click on Transparency.  
 

42. Click on the transparency slider and drag it to approximately 70%. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now you can really see where the mountains are. You’ll zoom out for a better view. 
 

43. Click the Zoom Out button once. (This button is in the top left corner of the map.)  
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The map zooms out so you can see more of the Appalachian Mountains. 
 

Task 6: When Europeans finally moved west of the Appalachian Mountains in about 
1770, they quickly settled along waterways, such as the Ohio River 
 
Native Americans who lived west of the Appalachians wanted to keep their land and their way of life. 
They fought a bloody war with the British. Then the British government passed a law banning European 
settlers from moving west of the Appalachians.However, this law was almost impossible to enforce 
because the British government was so far away across the Atlantic Ocean. In the 1770s, Richard 
Henderson, who hoped to make money in the land business, got permission from the local Native 
Americans (Cherokees) to settle in Kentucky. He hired the famous frontiersman Daniel Boone to lead 
families across the Appalachians at a place called the Cumberland Gap. They founded the town of 
Boonesboro in central Kentucky. 
 

44. Turn off the Landforms layer by clicking the check mark next to its name. 
 
 
 
 

45. Click on the Elevation layer name, click on the ellipses, and click on Transparency. 
 

46. Drag the slider back to approximately 20%. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
47. Place your mouse on the center of the Ohio River and double click to return to a closer view. 

 
48. Look at the Ohio River on the map. 

 
 10:  Which of these patterns most closely matches the pattern of cities along the Ohio River?    

(Circle the correct answer.) 
 
 

a. Regular   
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b. Clustered  

 

 

c. Random   

 
 
Task 7: Settlement continued to move west as far as Kansas and Nebraska 
After the Americans defeated the British in the American Revolution (1775–1783), the U.S. government 
encouraged people to move west by selling them land. The government paid war veterans by giving 
them free land. 
 
European settlers brought a different kind of agriculture to the land. While Native Americans had 
grown several crops on a single piece of land, European settlers used one piece of land to grow a single 
crop. They also tried to grow more than they could eat, so they could sell the excess to people in the 
east. 
 
The new approach to farming exhausted the soil more quickly than Native American farming, and it 
created a demand for more and more land. This helped push settlement farther westward. 
 
 

49. Click the Zoom Out button once or twice so you can view the central states of Oklahoma, Kansas 
and Nebraska on the map. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

50. Turn off the Elevation layer by clicking the check 
mark next to its name. 

 
51. Turn on the Average Annual Rainfall layer. (Be 

patient while this layer draws.) 
 
This layer shows the average amount of rain (in inches) 
that falls in a year. 
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 Q13: Click on the Average Annual Rainfall layer name and Show Legend icon in the table of 

contents to look at its legend. Which color best represents the amount of rainfall in the plains 
states of Oklahoma, Kansas, and Nebraska? (Circle the correct answer.) 

a. Red 

b. Orange 

c. Green 

d. Blue 
 
 Q14:  How much average annual rainfall does this color represent? (Circle the correct answer.) 

a. Less than 22.5 inches 

b. 22.5 – 40 inches 

c. 40 – 60 inches 
 

 Q15:  Look at the rainfall layer and compare it with the cities layer. Can you explain how 
rainfall affects where cities form? 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
Task 8: By the 1840s, settlement had moved west of the Mississippi River onto 
grasslands in the center (interior) of the country 
 

52. Turn off Average Annual Rainfall by clicking the check mark next to its name. 
 

53. Turn on the Vegetation layer. 
 
The Vegetation layer shows the type of plant growth in an area. (Example: Grasslands) 
 

54. Drag the map to the right until Kansas and other Plains states are visible in the middle of the 
map area. 

 
The map moves to show more of the West. 
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 Q16: Click on the Vegetation layer name and the Show Legend icon to look at the Vegetation 
legend. What color represents grasslands? (Circle the correct answer.) 

a. Green 

b. Pink 

c. Blue 

d. Orange 
 

Task 9: The Mississippi River and the rivers that flowed into it (tributaries) offered easy 
routes to the central (interior) grasslands 
 
Once again, settlers were drawn westward in hopes of making a better living and improving their lives. 
West of the Mississippi, European settlers could find more ways to make a living than just farming. 
There were minerals like gold and silver for mining, forests for harvesting trees (in the Far West), and 
vast lands for raising crops and grazing cattle. 
 

55. Turn off NE Rivers layer by clicking the check mark next to the layer name. 
 

56. Turn on US Rivers layer.  
 
You see rivers of the central states. You will select the Mississippi River and its tributaries by using a 
filter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

57. Click on the layer name US Rivers and click on the Filter 
button. 
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58. Click the down arrow in the first box and click on System. 
 
59. Note the down arrow in the second box displays the operator is. 
 
60. Click on the Unique radio button and then click on the down arrow in the third box and click on 

Mississippi. 
 

Your filter should look like this: System is Mississippi 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

61. Click on Apply Filter. 
 
 

You are asking the GIS to show you all the rivers that are in the Mississippi system. 
 

 
 Q17:  Hover over the US Rivers layer and click Show Table.  Look at the information at the 

upper left corner of the table window. How many rivers make up the Mississippi River system? 
(Hint: the number of “features” noted in the table equal to the number of rivers 
_____________________________ 
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 Q18: Look at the grasslands area on your map. As you move west across the grasslands, the 
pattern of cities changes. Describe these changes in your own words.What happens to the city 
placement patterns, are they similar to those along the Ohio river?  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Task 11: Settlement was scattered from the Rocky Mountains westward 
 
By the 1840s, settlement had moved only a few hundred miles west of the Mississippi River. 
 
Between 1841 and the late 1860s, westward settlement jumped across the middle of the country to 
Oregon and California on the Pacific Coast. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

62. Close the Table if it is still open. 
 

63. Click and drag the map to the right until you can 
see the West Coast. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                               

In January 1848, gold was discovered in California. This discovery sparked the California Gold 
Rush of 1849. 
• Thousands of people traveled to California using overland trails.  
• Just as many people came by ship.  
• Over the next few years, hundreds of thousands more people crossed the continent for gold. 
• Few people got rich, and many returned home.  
• Enough stayed to establish California as a state in 1850.  
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 Q19:  Look at the map and look at the Vegetation legend. List three western states that are 

mostly covered with deserts:  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 Q20:  Which pattern most closely matches the pattern of cities in these states?  (Circle the 

correct answer.) 
 

a. Regular   

 

 

b. Clustered  

 

 

c. Random   

 
 
 

65.  Turn off Vegetation by clicking the check mark next to the layer name. 
 
66.  Turn off  US Rivers. 
 
67.  Turn off Cities. 
 
68.  Turn on Average Annual Rainfall by clicking the box next to the layer name. 

 
 Q21: Click on Average Annual Rainfall layer and Show Legend icon to view its legend. How 

much rain falls each year in most of the western states? (Circle the correct answer.) 
 
a. Less than 22.5 inches 
b. 22.5–40 inches 
c. 40–60 inches 
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So far, you have learned that some of the western states are deserts and that 
most of the western states have little rainfall. Let’s look at elevation next. 

 
69.  Turn off Average Annual Rainfall by clicking the check mark next to the layer name. 
 
70.  Turn on Elevation  
 
 Q22: Click on the Elevation layer name to view its legend. What is the elevation of most of the 

western states? (Circle the correct answer.) 
 

a. 400-800 meters 
b. 800-2,000 meters 
c. 2,000 meters and greater 

 
71. Turn on the the Landforms layer. After the map redraws, you see landforms (mountains, valleys, 
and plains) and elevation at the same time. 
 
72. Turn on the Cities layer again. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 Q23:  Look at the elevation layer and the landforms layer on the map.  You see mountains in 

high elevation areas. Which pattern most closely matches the pattern of cities in these areas?   
 

a. Regular   
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b. Clustered  

 

 

c. Random   

 
 

 
73. Click the Home button to zoom out to see the whole United States. 

 
 

 Q24:  Notice how the number and pattern of cities change as you move west across the 
United States.  Describe these changes in your own words.  Look back at Q23 and see if you 
can match any of the patterns.  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 Q25:  List two reasons why settlement patterns are different in the West than in the East.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Conclusion 

After the arrival of Europeans, the settlement patterns on lands that became the United States began 
with people moving from east to west. People moved westward as farmland increasingly became 
available. Then during the Industrial Revolution (1820–1870), people moved from farmlands to cities to 
find jobs. Once most of the jobs were in cities, people began moving from city to city. Since the 1970s, 
people have been moving away from cities for a variety of reasons — to places like the South, where 
the population had not increased for a long time.  
 


