
  

 
 
 
 

Cabeza de Vaca Meets the Coahuiltecans 
 
Subject: Texas History and Geography 
 
Grade level: 7th (Can easily be adapted for 4th, 5th, 6th, or 8th grades) 
 
Rationale or Purpose: The historical record is immense, containing countless pieces of 
evidence about the past. In today’s world of information overload, students must learn to 
distinguish between primary sources, such as Cabeza de Vaca’s journal, La Relación, (The 
Account) and secondary sources, such as their history books or the posters they will create in this 
lesson. 
 
Materials:  

• Texas history textbooks or access to the Internet.  
• Texas map student handout (included in this lesson) 
• La Relación readings student handouts (included in this lesson) 
• Posterboard or tagboard 
• Drawing and coloring materials 
• Scissors 
• Glue 

 
Lesson Duration: Two 45 minute class periods or one 90 minute block 
 
Objectives:  
Students will create a poster portraying the culture of the Coahuiltecan Indians in Texas during 
the 16th century. Students will work in cooperative groups to: 

• Label and color a Texas map with the Rio Grande Plains region of Texas that was home 
to the Coahuiltecan Indians. 

• Read excerpts from Cabeza de Vaca’s 1538 journal, La Relación, a primary source 
document. 

• Illustrate aspects of Coahuiltecan culture gleaned from Cabeza de Vaca’s journal. 
• Combine all work to create posters (secondary source documents). 

 
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS): 
 7th Grade  

• Social Studies 113.23 (1A), identify the major eras in Texas history  
• Social Studies 113.23 (2A), compare the cultures of Native Americans in Texas prior to 

European colonization 
• Social Studies 113.23 (2B), identify important individuals related to European 

exploration of Texas 
• Social Studies 113.23 (9C), analyze the effects of physical and human factors such as 

climate, weather, and landforms on major events in Texas 

  



  

• Social Studies 113.23 (10A), identify ways in which Texans have adapted to and 
modified the environment  

• Social Studies 113.23 (21A), differentiate between, locate, and use primary and 
secondary sources to acquire information about Texas 

• Social Studies 113.23 (21C), organize and interpret information from reports and maps 
• Social Studies 113.23 (22C), transfer information from one medium to another 
• Social Studies 113.23 (22D), create written, oral, and visual presentations of social 

studies information 
 

• Art 117.35 (1A), illustrate ideas from imagination 
• Art 117.35 (2C), produce drawings using a variety of art materials  

 
Activity: Step 1 – Introduce Cabeza de Vaca as the Spanish explorer who came to America 
from Spain in 1527 and wandered, lost, across what is now Texas and Mexico for nine years 
before returning to his native Spain. Explain that during his Texas travels, Cabeza de Vaca 
encountered several groups of Indians, among them the Coahuiltecans of the South Texas Plains 
region. Explain that students will work in cooperative groups to create posters illustrating Cabeza 
de Vaca’s experiences among the Coahuiltecans. 
 
Step 2 – Distribute the Texas map student handout to all students and explain that in their groups, 
only one group member’s map will be used on that group’s poster (the students will choose 
which map – see step 6). Using information from their textbooks or the Internet, have students 
label their maps with the following: 

• Map title – Coahuiltecans of the South Texas Plains 
• Rio Grande 
• Coahuiltecan range (labeled, outlined, and colored on their maps) 
• Compass rose 

 
Step 3 – Have students get into groups of 3 or 4.  
 
Step 4 – Ask for a volunteer to describe the difference between primary and secondary source 
documents. Explain that after Cabeza de Vaca finally returned to Spain, he wrote of his 
American travels in a book called La Relación, which was published in 1538. Ask students 
whether this book is a primary or secondary source document. (primary) 
 
Step 5 – Explain that each group will illustrate a different section of Cabeza de Vaca’s journal 
for their posters. These posters will be secondary source documents. 
 
Step 6 – Distribute one posterboard to each group. Instruct groups to decide which of their group 
member’s maps they want to include on their poster and glue it on their posterboard. 
 
Step 7- Distribute one La Relación reading to each group and have group members work 
together to illustrate the reading. The illustration can be drawn directly on the poster, or on 
paper, which can then be glued to the poster. Completed posters should contain: 

• An appropriate title for the reading 
• A Coahuiltecan habitat map 

  



  

• The La Relación reading 
• Illustrations of the reading  

 
Step 8 – Have a representative from each group present that group’s poster to the class. 
  
Modification: Highlight portions of the readings for special needs students. 
Gifted & talented students can research the Karankawa or Jumano Indians, both of which were 
encountered by Cabeza de Vaca in Texas. 
 
Student Product: Illustrated poster of Cabeza de Vaca’s experience among the Coahuiltecan 
Indians, including a map of the Coahuiltecan habitat in Texas,  
 
Closure: Have students list three things they would miss most about their current lives if they 
were stranded in a strange country for nine years. 
 
Assessment or evaluation: Ask students how Cabeza de Vaca’s experience would have differed 
had he been stranded in the East Texas Pineywoods, the Panhandle, or the Trans-Pecos regions 
of Texas. 
 
Extension:  

• This lesson can also be adapted to the Jumano Indians encountered by Cabeza de Vaca 
near Junta de los Rios in the Trans-Pecos region of Texas and the Karankawa Indians he 
encountered in the Coastal Plains region. 

• For online activities dealing with Cabeza de Vaca’s experience in Texas, go to 
www.texasbeyondhistory.net and open the Prehistoric South Texas Plains exhibit. 

• The full text of Cabeza de Vaca’s journal, La Relación, can be viewed at 
www.library.txstate.edu/swwc/cdv 

 
 
Carol Schlenk 
Texas Archeological Research Laboratory 
University of Texas at Austin 
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Cabeza de Vaca Meets the Coahuiltecans 
Reading #1 

Eating New and Unusual Foods 
(From La Relación, Chapter 18) 

 

 
 

Sometimes they kill some deer, and sometimes they catch fish. But this is so 

little and their hunger so great that they eat spiders, ant eggs, worms, 

lizards, salamanders, snakes and poisonous vipers. They eat dirt and wood 

and whatever they can get, as well as deer excrement and other things I will 

not talk about. My observations lead me to believe that they would eat 

stones if there were any in that land. They keep the bones of the fish, 

snakes, and other things they eat to grind them into a powder which they 

eat. 

  



  

Cabeza de Vaca Meets the Coahuiltecans 
 

Reading #2 
 

Fighting the Mosquitoes 
 

(From La Relación, Chapter 18) 
 
 

 
 
 

We found throughout that land very many mosquitoes-three kinds of them. 

They are awful and annoying, and for most of the summer very 

troublesome. To protect ourselves from them, we would build many fires 

around the people, using rotten, damp firewood so that it would not burn 

well but produce a lot of smoke. But this protection caused another 

affliction, because all night long our eyes watered from the smoke in them. 

On top of this we had to withstand the great heat from the fires. We would 

go out to sleep on the coast, but if we could ever get to sleep, the Indians 

would awaken us with a beating to go and rekindle the fires.  

 

  



  

Cabeza de Vaca Meets the Coahuiltecans 
Reading #3 

Trying to Stay Warm 
(From La Relación, Chapter 21) 

 

 
 

At night I did the following to protect myself against the cold: I would go to 

the thickets in the woods near the rivers and stop there before sunset. I 

would dig a hole in the ground and put in it a lot of firewood from the many 

trees. I also would gather a lot of dried wood that had fallen from the trees, 

and around the hole I would build four fires crosswise. I was careful to 

stoke the fires from time to time. I would make some long sheaves from the 

straw that was available around there, to cover myself in that hole and 

shelter myself from the night-time cold. One night a spark fell on the straw 

covering me while I was sleeping and began to burn strongly. Although I 

jumped out of the hole right away, my hair was singed from the danger in 

which I had been.  

 

  



  

Cabeza de Vaca Meets the Coahuiltecans 
Reading #4 

Coahuiltecan Housing 
(From La Relación, Chapter 18) 

 

      
 

They are so used to running that they can run from morning to night 

chasing deer without resting or becoming tired. This way they kill many of 

them, because they pursue them until the deer tire. Sometimes they take 

them alive. Their lodges are made of mats placed on four arches. They 

carry them on their backs and move every two or three days to search for 

food. 

  



  

 

Cabeza de Vaca Meets the Coahuiltecans 
Reading #5 

Singing and Dancing 
(From La Relación, Chapter 18) 

 

      
 

The best season for them is when they eat prickly pears, because they are 

not hungry then and spend all their time dancing. They eat them night and 

day. During this entire season, they squeeze them, open them and set 

them out to dry. After they are dried they put them in baskets like figs, and 

keep them to eat on the way back. 

 

  



  

Cabeza de Vaca Meets the Coahuiltecans 
Reading #6 

Working and Trading With the Indians 
(From La Relación, Chapter 22) 

 

      
 

I traded with these Indians, in bows and arrows and nets and made combs 

for them. We made mats, which they need very much. Even though they 

know how to make them, they do not want to be occupied in doing other 

things because they have to search for food instead. When they work on 

them, they suffer a great deal from hunger. At other times they would tell 

me to scrape and soften skins. I was never better off than the days they 

gave me skins to scrape, because I would scrape them very well and eat 

the scrapings, which was enough to sustain me for two or three days. It 

also happened that when these people, or the ones we were with before, 

gave us a piece of meat, we ate it raw, because if we tried to roast it, the 

first Indian that came by would take it and eat it. We thought that we should 

not risk losing the piece of meat. Besides, we were in no condition to take 

the trouble to eat it roasted, since we could better digest it raw. Such was 

the life we led there. What little food we had we earned from the trinkets we 

made with our own hands. 
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