
Mainland Migration: 
Connecting the mainland to the barrier islands 

An 8th grade NC Essential Standards lesson plan using the Port Light Project 
 

http://www.coresound.com/saltwaterconnections/portlight/home 
 
 
Essential Question 
 
How did mailboats, freight, and buy-boats impact the migration of people, goods, and 
ideas between mainland and coastal North Carolina before bridges and ferries? 

 
 

 
Teacher Preparation & Background 
 
The string of barrier islands of the coast of North Carolina is a popular tourist 
destination today, but it wasn’t always so accessible. Up until the 1960’s, these small 
communities were independent and interdependent, but also required a connection to 
the mainland, which came by way of mailboats, freight and buy-boats. These vessels 
were the way that people, goods, and ideas crossed the waterways between coastal and 
mainland communities.  Students will explore, inquire, analyze and discuss the impact 
that these boats had on the people in eastern North Carolina as a part of this lesson, 
specifically created with the North Carolina eighth grade social studies standards at its 
core. 
 
The Port Light Project evolved from passionate researchers that wanted to preserve and 
share the rich history of mailboats, freight and buy-boats along the sounds and rivers of 
North Carolina. The online resource is a collection of primary sources, such as images, 
audio of oral histories, and text that reveals the economic, cultural, and social impacts 
on coastal and mainland North Carolina thanks to these vessels. Eighth-grade students 
will consider relevant standards in both the North Carolina social studies curriculum 
and the Common Core State Standards. 
 
This lesson is created to be used either as a comprehensive unit or teachers may use one 
or multiple components as deemed appropriate for classroom needs. While written for 

http://www.coresound.com/saltwaterconnections/portlight/home


the North Carolina 8th grade curriculum, these components are adaptable to different 
age groups. The acronym B.O.A.T.S. (Bait, Observe, Apply, Talk, Self-reflect) signifies 
the 5 components of the lesson and includes the standards that are expected to be 
covered within the component. Additionally, each component has a “low tech” and “high 
tech” option. The “low tech” would be the best option for teacher-led technology and 
“high tech” is best suited in classrooms where students are 1:1 with internet-connected 
devices. 
 
Each digital tool included below is a suggestion and can be adapted to other tools 
deemed appropriate by the teacher. A mention of a product in this lesson is merely a 
suggestion and does not mean it is in any way endorsed by the Port Light project. 
 
Materials 
 

● Computers or other internet-connected devices 
● Headphones 
● Internet Connection 
● Optional: printed map of coastal North Carolina, markers, crayons, color pencils, 

paper, pencil, whiteboards, dry erase markers, posterboard 
 
Expected Outcome 
 
Students will demonstrate inquiry-based thinking and analyze historical sources in 
order to recognize the connections and challenges that communities in North Carolina 
experienced in regards to mailboats, freight, and buy-boats.  

 
 

 

BAIT 
[Standards] 
NC Essential Standards of 8th Grade 
Social Studies 
8.H.1.3  
8.G.1.1 

Common Core State Standards 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.8.1 
 
 

 
CAN YOU IMAGINE… 

● Relying on a boat to provide your groceries, your gas, your essentials? 
● Riding a boat to visit your relatives? 
● Depending on a boat in a medical emergency? 



● Living at the edge of the world, the coast of North Carolina, in the 1960s? 
 
Before the barrier islands were accessible by bridge, road, and ferry, residents and 
visitors had to rely on boats to stay connected. Students will consider these questions 
while examining the interactive route map on the Port Light website.  
 

High Tech:  Students with their own devices will connect to the Port Light 
website and be directed to visit the interactive route map. They should be 
encouraged to click and explore the various connections, towns, and people that 
these boats would serve. In a second tab, students may want to open a map 
program, such as Google Maps or Mapquest, and/or visit an archive of digital 
maps like those found through UNC libraries (see “Additional Resources”). 
Students should discuss with partners the connections and differences they note 
between the routes outlined on the Port Light routes map and the various maps 
they explore on other sites. 
 
Sample discussion questions: 

- Looking at the town names on the interactive map, what physical 
characteristics do they have in common? What challenges might people 
living there face? What are the advantages (economic, social, cultural) to 
living in these towns? 

- Two towns on the map show heavy boat traffic. Why would so many routes 
start/end at Elizabeth City? Why do you think Rodanthe, of all the villages, 
was a frequent stop? 

- Click on the boat icons. What type of boat did you discover? Why do you 
think this type of boat had the designated route on the map?  

- Looking at another map (Google Maps, historical examples), are there any 
geographical differences between then and now? Why would there be 
variations? 

 
 

Low Tech:  The teacher will project the Port Light website for whole-class 
viewing and focus attention on the interactive route map. Each student (or 
partners) should receive a blank map of the region and have coloring supplies to 
differentiate the routes. Students will select up to 5 boats/routes to mark on their 
maps, in order to recognize both the connectedness and complexity of the 
mailboats, freight, and buy-boats. They can discuss their routes and findings with 
other students or groups, to identify similarities and differences between selected 
routes.  



 
 

OBSERVE 
 
[Standards] 
 
NC Essential Standards of 8th Grade 
Social Studies 
8.H.1.2 
8.H.1.3  
8.G.1.1  
8.G.1.2  
8.G.1.3 

Common Core State Standards 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.8.1 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.8.3 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.8.7 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.8.2 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.8.6 
 
 

 
Using the Port Light website, students will examine the interactive boat routes map, 
photographs of the boats, oral history audio clips, and informative text. They will focus 
on the movement of goods, people, and ideas due to mailboats, freight, and buy-boats. 
The teacher will select an image from one of the boat websites (or the map) and have 
students reflect and analyze using either the high or low tech options. 
 
 

High Tech : Students will observe, draw inferences and express inquiry-based 
thinking using a digital tool. The teacher will project or otherwise share an image 
from the Port Light website and give students time to create individual charts or 
work collaboratively on a shared chart. Tools such as Padlet, Real Time Board, 
and Google Drawing (learn more in “Additional Resources”) can be used to make 
their observations and inquiries on a three column chart, with the headings: 
Know / Infer / Wonder. It is important that students discuss their work with 
peers or the teacher, to ensure that what they put in the know column is 
objective, that the inferences are reasonable, and the inquiry questions are not 
polar, or “yes/no.” 
 
Low Tech : Students will observe, draw inference, and express inquiry-based 
thinking using an analog tool. The teacher will project or otherwise share an 
image from the Port Light website and give students time to create individual 
charts or collaborate on shared chart. Paper, whiteboards, or shared posterboard 
can be used to make their observations and inquiries on a three column chart, 
with the headings: Know / Infer / Wonder. It is important that students discuss 



their work with peers or the teacher, so ensure that what they put in the know 
column is objective, that the inferences are reasonable, and the inquiry questions 
are not polar, or “yes/no.” 

 
 

 

APPLY  
 
NC Essential Standards of 8th Grade 
Social Studies 
8.H.1.1  
8.H.1.2 
8.H.1.3 
8.H.1.4 
8.H.3.2 
8.G.1.1  
8.G.1.2 
8.G.1.3 

Common Core State Standards 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.8.1 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.8.3 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.8.2 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.8.4 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.8.6 
 
 
 
 

 
 
After the observe portion (or given ample time to be familiar with the components of the 
Port Light website), students will create a scavenger hunt for elementary students to 
complete. By creating the activity for students that also learn about North Carolina 
history as part of their Essential Standards, 8th graders are demonstrating knowledge of 
the content and command of the resource. Based on teacher preference, students may 
create these challenges individually, as teams, or divide the task among the class in 
order to focus on certain aspects, such as migration of people, goods, and ideas.  
 
 

High Tech:  Students will comb through the Port Light website and create a 
digital scavenger hunt for younger participants (ideally, those who study similar 
content in the fourth grade North Carolina curriculum). Tools that could be used 
to help create the digital scavenger hunt include Google Forms, interactive 
timelines, Kahoot, or others determined by the instructor, or from the 
“Additional Resources” section. The challenges should include facts from the Port 
Light text, as well as creative interpretations of the map, photographs, and audio 
recordings. Students will peer- (and/or teacher-) edit their contributions to the 
digital scavenger hunt in order to confirm content is accurately represented and 
is age-appropriate for their audience.  



 
Low Tech:  Students will comb through the Port Light website and create a 
paper scavenger hunt for younger participants (ideally, those who study similar 
content in the fourth grade North Carolina curriculum). The final artifact that 
would be distributed to the younger students would be paper-based like a 
worksheet, quiz, or other non-technology dependent product. The challenges 
should include facts from the Port Light text, as well as creative interpretations of 
the map, photographs, and audio recordings. Students will peer- (and/or 
teacher-) edit their contributions to the digital scavenger hunt in order to confirm 
content is accurately represented and is age-appropriate for their audience.  
 
 

Classes that create digital and paper scavenger hunts are invited to share these 
resources on the “educators” page on the Port Light website. Additionally, links to share 
these student-made challenges can be shared on social media using #PortLightNC 
 

 
 
TALK 
 
NC Essential Standards of 8th Grade 
Social Studies 
8.H.1.2  
8.H.1.3 
8.H.1.5  
8.H.3.2 
8.H.3.4 
8.G.1.1  
8.G.1.2  

8.G.1.3 
Common Core State Standards 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.8.1 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.8.2 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.8.4 
 
 

 

 
{Vocabulary} 
Barge 
Basin 
Calliope Steam Organ 
Civilian 
Coamings 
Deep water anchorage 
Forepeak 

Futile 
Hull 
Impetus 
Iron Foundry 
Merchant 
Maritime 
Pilot House 

Plied 
Purse seine net 
Run boat 
Schooner-rigged 
Shad boat 
Sharpie 
Shove Skiff 



 
The goal of this section is for students to consider human and environmental impacts on 
coastal and inland communities connected via boats, opportunities and challenges for 
the movement of people, goods, and ideas, and observe and analyze the geographic 
make-up of the North Carolina region.  They should be familiar with the vocabulary 
found on the Port Light resource and be able to use it in discussing and analyzing what 
they have learned throughout this lesson.  
 
Potential Guided Questions:  

- We know from the text and audio recordings of oral storytelling that these boats 
no longer service this region. Why is a resource like the Port Light project 
valuable in understanding the history of eastern North Carolina?  

- Mailboats, freight and buy-boats were essential to connecting the islands to the 
mainland for commercial, economics, and community needs. What sort of 
challenges would disrupt the services back then? What challenges does this 
region face today? 

- Based on what you have seen and heard, what differentiates these types of boats? 
What goods, people, and/or “ideas” might they have carried? 

- Tourism is booming on the Outer Banks. Now that paved roads, bridges, and 
ferries connect these islands to visitors from afar, what impacts might this have 
on the communities - both positive and negative - that were not a factor 50 to 100 
years ago? 

- If you had the ability to venture back in time, where would you choose to live in 
this region? What boat(s) would connect you to other communities? What would 
you enjoy about the experience? What would be the factor that sends you back to 
modern day? 

 
 
High Tech:  Students will react to the discussion question using a digital 
discussion tool (Padlet, Flipgrid, Recap, Edmodo, etc). They will also comment 
on their peers’ posts to demonstrate respectful discourse and digital citizenship. 
They will formulate a response to share orally with the class after weighing in on 
the virtual discussion.  

 
Suggestion: the discussion tool could be shared with parents and 
community members to weigh in their reactions. 

 
 



Low Tech:  Students will react to the discussion question by brainstorming on 
paper first. They will engage peers in live discourse using the questions above. 
Techniques for discussion in the classroom are available in the “additional 
resources” component at the end of the document. 
 

 
 

SELF-REFLECT 
 
After completing the lesson as a unit, or selected components, students will self-reflect 
on their engagement with the lesson. Teachers may use or adapt the rubric below for 
each component.  
 

High Tech : Teacher will share a digital form of the rubric and collect student 
feedback. A Google Form with the rubric below can be accessed at or teachers are 
encouraged to make and share their own. To access the form and make a copy 
(Google account is needed to open and edit), visit bit.ly/portlightform2 
 
Low Tech:  Students will receive a paper copy of the below rubric to be 
completed at the student's’ discretion.  
 

 

 Exceeds 
Expectations 

Meets 
Expectations 

Needs Work Not 
Demonstrated 

BAIT 

While exploring 
the map, student 
makes new 
connections; 
poses questions 
and responses 
that drive the 
discussion  

Student is 
engaged and 
explores the map; 
responds 
thoughtfully to 
prompts 

Student does not 
explore the map 
without teacher 
prompting and/or 
does not provide 
relevant 
reflections 

Student does not 
use the website 
appropriately (or 
at all) and does not 
participate in the 
discussion 

OBSERVE 

Student is 
thorough and 
exercises 
inquiry-thinking 
on the 
Know/Infer/Won
der chat; adds 
thoughtful 
commentary to 
the discussion 

Student 
completes the 
Know/Infer/Won
der chart 
accurately; 
discusses with 
classmates 

Student needs 
assistance 
completing the 
Know/Infer/Won
der chart 
accurately; does 
not engage in 
dialogue with 
peers 

Student does not 
complete the 
Know/Infer/Wond
er chart 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1eU-cGdhkOil3j5LNvW6YjIfkPfSASyzSJoF2fYXO6rw/copy?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1eU-cGdhkOil3j5LNvW6YjIfkPfSASyzSJoF2fYXO6rw/copy?usp=sharing


APPLY 

Student develops 
a scavenger hunt 
that innovative, 
student-centered 
and ready for use 

Student creates a 
scavenger hunt 
that is accurate 
and 
audience-appropr
iate 

Student creates a 
scavenger hunt 
but is inaccurate 
and/or not 
audience-appropr
iate 

Student does not 
create a scavenger 
hunt 

TALK 

Student provides 
insights that are 
original and 
progresses the 
discussion with 
probing 
perspectives 

Student responds 
to the discussion 
prompts and 
comments on 
peers’ 
observations 

Student does not 
exhibit original 
observations 
and/or does not 
engage with 
peers’ 
contributions 

Student does not 
engage in 
conversation 

SELF- 
REFLECT 

Student 
completes 
self-evaluation 
rubric and 
provides 
additional 
reflection in 
narrative form 

Student 
completes 
self-evaluation 
rubric  

Student needs 
teacher guidance 
to complete 
self-evaluation 
rubric  

Student does not 
complete 
self-evaluation 
rubric 

 
 

 
 
 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
 
On standards -  
 

North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. 2013. Essential Standards: 
Eighth Grade Social Studies ● Unpacked Content . 
http://www.ncpublicschools.org/docs/curriculum/socialstudies/scos/unpacking
/8th.pdf 

 
On digital map collections: 
 

North Carolina Maps. 2016. State Library  of North Carolina. 
http://www2.lib.unc.edu/dc/ncmaps/ 

 
On sharing strategies -  
 

Gonzalez, R. 2015. The big list of classroom discussion strategies.  Cult of  

http://www.ncpublicschools.org/docs/curriculum/socialstudies/scos/unpacking/8th.pdf
http://www.ncpublicschools.org/docs/curriculum/socialstudies/scos/unpacking/8th.pdf
http://www2.lib.unc.edu/dc/ncmaps/


Pedagogy. http://www.cultofpedagogy.com/speaking-listening-techniques/ 
 
Lewis, A., and Thompson, A. 2010. Quick summarizing strategies to use in the  
classroom. Laurel School District and Cape Henlopen School District. 
http://www.gcasd.org/Downloads/Summarizing_Strategies.pdf 

 
On digital Know / Infer / Wonder (or K/W/L) charts: 
 

Byrne, R. 2016. How to create a KWL chart in Padlet.  Free Tech 4 Teachers. 
http://www.freetech4teachers.com/2016/07/how-to-create-kwl-chart-in-padlet.
html#.V_1a9JMrJjU 
 
K.W.L. Creator. 2016. ReadWriteThink. 
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/creato
r-30846.html 

 
Miller, M. 2015. 15 free Google Drawings graphic organizers.  Ditch That 
Textbook. 
http://ditchthattextbook.com/2015/02/19/15-free-google-drawings-graphic-org
anizers-and-how-to-make-your-own/ 

 
RealTime Board. 2016. https://realtimeboard.com/examples/kwl-chart/ 

 
 
On Padlet: 
 

Byrne, R. 2016. How to use the new version of Padlet.  Free Technology 4 
Teachers.  

http://www.freetech4teachers.com/2016/06/how-to-use-new-version-of-
padlet.html#.V_z6ppMrL2I 

 
Treichler, C. 2016. Padlet.  http://ctreichler.wikispaces.com/Padlet 

 
 
On scavenger hunts: 
 

Get started with forms. 2016. G Suite.  
https://gsuite.google.com/learning-center/products/forms/get-started/ 

 

http://www.cultofpedagogy.com/speaking-listening-techniques/
http://www.gcasd.org/Downloads/Summarizing_Strategies.pdf
http://www.freetech4teachers.com/2016/07/how-to-create-kwl-chart-in-padlet.html#.V_1a9JMrJjU
http://www.freetech4teachers.com/2016/07/how-to-create-kwl-chart-in-padlet.html#.V_1a9JMrJjU
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/creator-30846.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/student-interactives/creator-30846.html
http://ditchthattextbook.com/2015/02/19/15-free-google-drawings-graphic-organizers-and-how-to-make-your-own/
http://ditchthattextbook.com/2015/02/19/15-free-google-drawings-graphic-organizers-and-how-to-make-your-own/
https://realtimeboard.com/examples/kwl-chart/
http://www.freetech4teachers.com/2016/06/how-to-use-new-version-of-padlet.html#.V_z6ppMrL2I
http://www.freetech4teachers.com/2016/06/how-to-use-new-version-of-padlet.html#.V_z6ppMrL2I
http://ctreichler.wikispaces.com/Padlet
https://gsuite.google.com/learning-center/products/forms/get-started/


HSTRY. 2016. https://edu.hstry.co/learn-more 
 
Kahoot. 2016. https://getkahoot.com/ 
 
TimelineJS. 2015. Northwestern University Knight Lab. 
https://timeline.knightlab.com/ 
 
West, M. 2016. Video project lesson plan: How to create a digital scavenger 
hunt.  Animoto.  
https://animoto.com/blog/education/video-project-digital-scavenger-hunt/ 

 
 

https://edu.hstry.co/learn-more
https://getkahoot.com/
https://timeline.knightlab.com/
https://animoto.com/blog/education/video-project-digital-scavenger-hunt/

