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1 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

2 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

3 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

5 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Science 

Background ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Traditional 

Assessment ✓ ✓
Alternative 

Assessment ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

C O M M O N  C O R E  S T A N D A R D S

Note: For your reference, the list of California Common Core State Standards abbreviations is on the following page.

6.2.1.—River Systems and Ancient Peoples
In this unit, students focus on the ways physical geography made the world’s first human settlement 
possible. This unit forms the prelude for lessons that detail the rise of agriculture and civilization. Students 
connect science knowledge regarding the cycles, flow, and role of rivers in ecosystems to the history of 
the rise of the world’s oldest cities. Students learn how the deposition and seasonal cycles of the Nile and 
Tigris-Euphrates rivers provided the biological richness to support civilizations, and they begin to see how 
physical settings and related ecosystem goods and services fostered the beginnings of settled life. They 
are introduced to the specific geography of the two rivers, their watersheds, mountain ranges, plateaus, 
deltas, and deserts by creating maps of the region. Students learn how the seasonal cycles of plants 
and animals in these regions depended on the river systems’ flood cycles, and how the rivers benefited 
humans and led to permanent settlements. Students explore the effects of river systems on early social, 
cultural, political, and economic patterns. Then they present news reports in which they identify the 
importance of the river to that city’s success. 

River Systems and  
Ancient Peoples

California Education and the Environment Initiative
Teacher’s Edition

6
History-Social 

Science Standard 
6.2.1.

EEI Supports  New Common  Core and Next  Generation Science  Standards

California Education and the Environment Initiative
Increasing Environmental Literacy for K–12 Students…  
Because the Future is in Their Hands

TEACH COMMON CORE STANDARDS 
WITH THE EEI CURRICULUM
Created with your needs in mind, this document shows the correlation between the EEI Curriculum and the California Common Core State Standards.  
By teaching the EEI unit lessons in your classroom, you will be simultaneously addressing the Common Core standards depicted in this guide.
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Using the EEI-Common Core Correlation Matrix

The matrix on the front page identifies a number of Common Core standards that are supported by this EEI unit. However, the 
check marks in the matrix do not necessarily signify that the Common Core standards checked will be taught to mastery by using 
this EEI unit alone. Teachers are encouraged to select which Common Core standards they wish to emphasize, rather than teaching 
to every indicated standard. By spending more time on selected standards, students will move toward greater Common Core 
proficiency in comprehension, critical thinking and making reasoned arguments from evidence. Teaching this EEI unit will provide 
opportunities for teachers to implement the shift in instructional practice necessary for full Common Core implementation.

California Common Core State Standards Abbreviations

■  ■ CCCSS: California Common Core State Standards

■  ■ L: Language Standards

■  ■ RH: Reading Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies

■  ■ RI: Reading Standards for Informational Text

■  ■ SL: Speaking and Listening Standards

■  ■ W: Writing Standards

■  ■ WHST: Writing Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects

Note: Since each Common Core standard includes a breadth of skills, in this correlation, the portion of the standard description that is 
featured in the Common Core standards applications is cited, using “…” to indicate omitted phrases. For a list of the complete standard 
descriptions, please see the Common Core Reference Pages located on pages 18–19 of this document.

Note for Sixth Grade Units: English Language Arts Standards and their corresponding Literacy Standards are combined in the matrix 
on page 1 and in each lesson table. The verbiage from the standard that most specifically matches the activity is used to represent both 
standards, since usually both differ only slightly. Where the standards have significant differences in how they apply to the lesson activity, 
they are listed separately.

A Note about Common Core Speaking and Listening Standards

Throughout this unit, students participate in various learning structures and groups to analyze, discuss, and synthesize data, which 
supports the skill in Speaking and Listening Standard 1 “Participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, 
groups…) with diverse partners.” With prior instruction on collaborative discussions, these various groupings and the materials 
students examine lend themselves to prime discussion material for collaborative discussions. Learning structures with tasks for pairs 
and groups are in the following lessons: 

■  ■ Lesson 1: Whole class

■  ■ Lesson 2: Whole class, partners

■  ■ Lesson 3: Whole class, and groups of 4 

■  ■ Lesson 4: Whole class, pairs

■  ■ Lesson 5: Whole class, 6 groups

■  ■ Lesson 6: Whole class

National Geographic Resources

■  ■ View from Space wall map (Lesson 1)

■  ■ Natural Regions wall map (Lesson 2)

■  ■ Water for Life wall map (Science Background)
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Unit Assessment Options

Assessments Common Core Standards Applications

Traditional Assessment

Students fill in blanks and give short answers to questions. RI.6.2 and RH.6–8.2: Determine the central ideas or 
information... of a…source provide an accurate summary of the 
source…

W.6.2 and WHST.6–8.2: Write informative/explanatory texts…

b) Develop the topic with relevant, well-chosen facts, 
definitions, concrete details,…or other information and 
examples.

d) Use precise language and domain-specific vocabulary to 
inform about or explain the topic.

Alternative Assessment

Using River Systems of the Ancient World (Alternative Unit 
Assessment Master), students write an essay describing the 
major river systems and the physical settings that supported 
permanent settlement and early civilizations.

Suggestion: Some students or classes may find this writing 
assignment challenging, due to the scope of the writing prompt. 
Or, you may have a range of writing competency in your class. 
Teachers can make writing this essay more accessible by using 
a graphic organizer tied to the rubric, or simply a copy of the 
rubric itself.

RI.6.2 and RH.6–8.2: Determine the central ideas or 
information... of a …source; provide an accurate summary  
of the source…

WHST.6–8.1: Write arguments focused on discipline-specific 
content.

W.6.2 and WHST.6–8.2: Write informative/explanatory texts…

a) Introduce a topic clearly, previewing what is to follow; 
organize ideas, concepts, and information…

b) Develop the topic with relevant, well-chosen facts, 
definitions, concrete details,…or other information and 
examples.

c) Use appropriate and varied transitions to create cohesion 
and clarify the relationships among ideas and concepts.

d) Use precise language and domain-specific vocabulary to 
inform about or explain the topic.

e) Establish and maintain a formal style and objective tone.

f) Provide a concluding statement or section that follows from 
and supports the information or explanation presented.

W.6.4 and WHST. 6–8.4: Produce clear and coherent writing in 
which the development, organization, and style are appropriate 
to task, purpose, and audience.
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Lesson 1: The Importance of the Bay Delta to California 

Students read about the history of the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta region. 
They identify ways in which people have used the Bay Delta over time. Students 
then locate major rivers on a world map and discuss reasons why people settled 
along rivers.

National Geographic Resources
■  ■ View from Space wall map

Use this correlation in conjunction with the Procedures located on pages 34–35 of the Teacher’s Edition. Only procedure steps 
with a Common Core correlation are included in the table below.

Student Tasks Common Core Standards Applications

Vocabulary Development: For depth of understanding, vocabulary may be 
featured within the context of the unit instead of or in addition to the beginning of 
the lesson. 

Tip: If Dictionary Workbooks need to be reused from year to year, students should not 
write in them.

L.6.4c: Consult reference materials…to…
determine…[a word’s] meaning…

RI.6.4 and RH.6–8.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases as they are 
used in a text…

Step 1: Display the View From Space wall map. Ask students to locate bodies of 
fresh water (rivers and lakes) on the map. Discuss the differences among bodies of 
fresh water. Point out the Bay Delta, Lake Shasta, Mono Lake, Lake Tahoe, and the 
Salton Sea.

Direct students back to the Bay Delta area on the map and elicit prior knowledge of 
this body of water. Important ideas are listed in this step in the Teacher’s Edition.

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.
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Lesson 1

California river delta

The Importance of the Bay 
Delta to California
In this lesson, students learn that human interaction with rivers and river systems pervades 

history and leaves no watershed untouched  One of the largest river systems in the western 
United States is the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta (Bay Delta)—the source of most of our 
state’s fresh water, and a good deal more 

Students read a brief history of the 
relationship between humans and the 
Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta 
(Bay Delta) system. Students identify 
and record ways in which people have 
used the rivers over time, learning 
that as cultures and populations 

changed in California, so did the 
needs of the people and their utiliza-
tion of the Bay Delta. To broaden their 
understanding, students analyze a 
map of the major rivers of the world 
and discuss reasons why people, 
throughout time and throughout 

the world, have settled near rivers. 
Students leave this lesson aware of 
the importance of the Bay Delta in 
California history, setting a context for 
their exploration of the interactions 
between ancient peoples and river 
systems in other parts of the world.

River Systems and Ancient Peoples
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Lesson 1 

Background
Potamology is the study of rivers, 

from the Greek word potamos, which 
means “river.” Potamology deals 
with the dynamics of moving water 
in rivers and streams, especially 
the water’s erosive and transportive 
properties. Anthropology is the study 
of human cultures. On the surface, 
these two disciplines may appear to 
have little to do with one another. 
However, history shows that the 
behavior of rivers and humans have 
affected each other greatly.

Early (Holocene) human 
settlement in Lower Mesopotamia 
was made possible by the presence 
of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, 
which converged in the area and 
formed a delta rich in plant and 
animal life, arable soil, and fresh 
water. Studies of the remains 
of ancient settlements in Lower 
Mesopotamia create a timeline of 
river avulsions, or sudden changes in 

a river’s course, usually brought on by 
flooding. These records demonstrate 
that the behavior of the rivers heavily 
influenced where and how people 

lived. Rainfall 
to the north 
(northern Iraq 
and Syria) would 
have allowed for “dry” farming away 
from the rivers.

Likewise, human activity can, and 
has, changed how rivers behave. The 
construction of dams and channels, 
the use of levees and dredging, and 
the extraction of river water have 
gone on since humans first settled 
around rivers. However, only since 
modern times have people altered the 
natural avulsion processes of rivers. 
We make changes to rivers based on 
our societal needs—our agricultural 
methods demand river water; our 
communities require protection from 
floodwaters; and our homes and 
industries need electrical power.

| Key Vocabulary

Vocabulary is introduced in 
Science Background Lesson  
or through study of Science 
Standard 6.2.b.

| Learning Objectives

Identify how humans and human 
communities benefit from 
the dynamic nature of rivers 
and streams in ways that are 
essential to human life and to the 
functioning of our economies 
and cultures.

Identify the importance of 
water and major river systems to 
human life and social systems.

Dam on the Nile
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Student Tasks Common Core Standards Applications

Steps 2 and 3: Distribute a Student Edition and Student Workbook to each 
student. Have students turn to California Connections: The Giving Power of the 
Bay Delta (Student Edition, pages 2–5) and People and the Bay Delta (Student 
Workbook, page 2). 

Project The Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta (Visual Aid #1). Point out key 
features on the map as you read California Connections: The Giving Power of the 
Bay Delta with the class.

Ask students to find examples in the reading that show how people have used 
the Bay Delta or resources from the Bay Delta throughout California history. Have 
students fill in each empty circle on People and the Bay Delta (Student Workbook, 
page 2) with a different answer.

Have students share their examples while you record responses on People and the 
Bay Delta (Visual Aid #2).

Suggestion: Another way to review this information graphically would be using  
a timeline.

Tip: If Student Workbooks need to be reused from year to year, students should not 
write in them. Some strategies teachers use to preserve the workbooks are:

■  ■ Have students use binder paper or other lined or unlined paper.

■  ■ Have students use a sheet protector over the page and write with a whiteboard 
marker.

■  ■ Do together as a class on a projector or chart paper.

■  ■ Project the digital fill-in version and do together as a class.

■  ■ Students use digital devices to fill in the digital version found on the website.

■  ■ Make student copies when necessary.

Suggestion: Refer to the Reading California Connections Using a Common Core 
Reading and Writing Focus on pages 13–17 to view specific suggestions for integrating 
Common Core standards while reading the selection not only for content, but for text 
structure as well.

RH.6–8.4: Determine the meaning of 
words and phrases as they are used in a 
text…

RI.6.7 and RH.6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.

RI.6.10 and RH.6–8.10: …read and 
comprehend history/social studies texts…
independently and proficiently.

SL.6.1c: Pose and respond to specific 
questions with elaboration and detail by 
making comments that contribute to the 
topic…

W.6.2 and WHST.6–8.2: Write 
informative/explanatory texts…

Steps 4–6: Project Major Rivers of the World (Visual Aid #3). Explain to students 
that this map shows major rivers on the planet. Point out that there is at least one 
major river system on six of the seven continents. Use the questions listed in the 
Teacher’s Edition (page 34) to lead a discussion about the effects these rivers have 
had on people.

Point out that just as California’s history was shaped by a river system, so were the 
histories of the first civilizations in other parts of the world. Explain that over the 
next few class sessions, students will be exploring two of the earliest civilizations on 
Earth, and will learn about the river systems they relied upon.

Collect Student Editions and Student Workbooks and use People and the Bay 
Delta for assessment.

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.
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Lesson 2: Physical Features of a Fertile Landscape

Students locate the major rivers in California on a map and describe their 
importance to settlement in the state. Students learn that the world’s first 
civilizations were located beside the rivers of the Fertile Crescent, and they complete 
maps of the Tigris-Euphrates and Nile River valleys.

National Geographic Resources
■  ■ Natural Regions wall map

Use this correlation in conjunction with the Procedures located on pages 46–47 of the Teacher’s Edition. Only procedure steps 
with a Common Core correlation are included in the table below.

Student Tasks Common Core Standards Applications

Vocabulary Development: For depth of understanding, vocabulary may be 
featured within the context of the unit instead of or in addition to the beginning of 
the lesson.

L.6.4c: Consult reference materials…
to…determine…[a word’s] meaning…

RI.6.4: and RH.6–8.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases as they 
are used in a text…

Step 1: Draw students’ attention to the Natural Regions wall map. Ask students to 
brainstorm a list of the most important and attractive natural resources in California, 
and why these resources led people to settle in the state. Ask students to identify 
the most important natural resource in the southern part of California, where the 
climate is especially warm and dry (water). Explain that in the next few lessons, 
students will be learning about a part of the world with a similar climate that 
became the location of the world’s earliest cities along the Tigris-Euphrates and Nile 
rivers.

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.

Steps 2 and 3: Have students compare rivers with other bodies of water. Discussion 
points are found on page 46 of the Teacher’s Edition. Project The Fertile Crescent 
and the World (Visual Aid #4). Explain that some of the earliest humans lived in this 
area of the world. Tell students they will be exploring the physical features of these 
two river valleys in this lesson.

Distribute Student Workbooks. Have students turn to Ancient River Valleys 
(Student Workbook, pages 3–4). Tell students that the Nile and the Tigris-Euphrates 
river valleys have features that are similar—for example, tributaries, deltas, and 
cataracts. Ask students to identify these features on the map.

RI.6.4 and RH.6–8.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases as they 
are used in a text…

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue. 

SL.6.1: Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions…with diverse 
partners…, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.

Steps 4 and 5: Tell students they will be building a map of one of these river 
valleys. Give each student a set of either the Map Squares (Egypt) or Map Squares 
(Mesopotamia). Explain that each square matches an area on one of the two maps 
on Ancient River Valleys. Ask students to search the maps and find the area that 
matches their squares. When they have located the area, ask them to place their 
squares in the correct places on top of the appropriate map. Students will glue their 
squares on top of the color map.

When finished, students should find a partner that put together the same map as 
they did and check each other’s work.

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.

 SL.6.1: Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions…with diverse 
partners…, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly. 
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Lesson 2

Physical Features  
of a Fertile Landscape
Students identify major natural features and review geographic terms related to rivers and 

river systems  They discuss the importance of location and geographic resources to human 
settlement and explore reasons why river valleys gave rise to the first civilizations 

Individual students map one 
section of either the Tigris-
Euphrates or Nile River valley, 
then each student pairs with 
another student to ensure that 
major natural features are included. 
Groups of students use their 
individual maps to reconstruct 

larger maps of the two regions and 
compare these maps to maps of 
California, looking for similarities 
in physical features. Throughout 
the project, students discuss the 
physical settings of Mesopotamia 
and Egypt while practicing their 
mapping skills. By gaining an 

understanding of the physical 
settings and natural features 
of these landscapes, students 
are prepared to learn about the 
roles that rivers played in the 
cultural, economic, and political 
development of ancient Middle 
Eastern and Egyptian civilizations. 

Euphrates River

River Systems and Ancient Peoples
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Lesson 2 

| Learning Objective

Map the locations and describe 
the major river systems that 
were important to the early 
civilizations of Mesopotamia, 
Egypt, and Kush and discuss 
the physical settings of those 
river systems.

Background
The Fertile Crescent is 

characterized by extreme aridity and 
an abundance of water. In both the 
Nile River valley and Mesopotamia, 
dry plains are home to rivers that 
originate in high, distant mountains. 
Southern Mesopotamia sits on an 
ancient seabed that has subsided 
as mountains around it have risen. 
Alluvial soil is scraped from the 
mountains through the process 
of erosion and accumulates in the 
low-lying area between the Tigris 
and Euphrates rivers. Where the 
rivers meet the sea at the Persian 
Gulf, they f low more slowly and 
branch out to form a delta. The 
delta, along with the f loodplains 

lining the rivers, is extremely 
fertile and supports thriving 
natural systems. Emmer wheat 
and barley grow in abundance. 
These plants were not native to 
southern Mesopotamia. They were 
introduced after being domesticated 
in the hilly f lanks away from the 
rivers. Elsewhere, vegetation grows 
only a few weeks of the year during 
the winter rains, or is composed of 
deep-rooted plants that can tap into 
groundwater.

The meeting of the Nile River 
and the Mediterranean Sea forms 
one of the largest, most fertile 
deltas in the world. Sedimentation 
is so pronounced that the delta is 
continually expanding into the sea 

PA C I F I C

O C E A N

AT L A N T I C

O C E A N

I N D I A N

O C E A N

itself. The Nile 
once flowed 
through an 
area with 
abundant rainfall, but progressive 
desertification of Northern Africa, 
which began about 5,500 years 
ago reaching modern hyper arid 
conditions by 4,000 years ago, turned 
the river into a green ribbon in a 
brown land. Gigantic Nile perch 
swam in the slower, warmer water. 
There were thick reeds of papyrus 
plants in abundance. At the first 
cataract, at present-day Aswan, 
however, the river became difficult to 
navigate, and Egyptian civilization 
faded into the desert.

Long before the invention of 
aircraft, a few natural resources 

“flew in” from outside the Fertile 
Crescent. The area is a flyway for 
birds migrating between Africa 
and Europe. Over 300 species of 
cranes, storks, ducks, and geese are 
frequently encountered in the region 
that was Mesopotamia, and nearly 
as many in Egypt. The rivers have 
drawn these avian visitors for tens 
of thousands of years—another one 
of the important ecosystem services 
the river systems provided to the 
ancient people in the region.

Alluvial: Material deposited by a 
stream or by running water.

Erosion: The moving of rock  
and soil from place to place by  
wind, water, or ice.

Fertile (land): Land with nutrient 
rich soils that produce abundant 
plant growth.

Fertile Crescent: An area of  
rich land from the Nile River  
Valley to the Tigris and Euphrates 
River Valley.

Kush: The ancient Nubian Empire 
located at the fourth cataract of the 
Nile River.

Mesopotamia: A region of the 
ancient Middle East that is now 
modern Iraq. 

Sedimentation: The settling of sand, 
rocks or other material carried by 
water, wind, or ice.

| Key Vocabulary

Aerial view of Nile River Delta
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Student Tasks Common Core Standards Applications

Steps 6–8: Provide crayons or colored pencils to each pair of students and ask them 
to identify and label some important physical features in each of the river valleys. 
Project Nile River Valley and Tigris-Euphrates River Valley (Visual Aids #5–6).

Direct students to locate, label, and color these areas in on the maps that they 
constructed. Tell students to use blue for the seas and gulf, purple for the rivers, 
brown for the deserts, and green for mountains and hills.

Draw students’ attention again to the Natural Regions wall map and use the 
discussion points on page 47 of the Teacher’s Edition to have students think about 
why humans would want to settle in these regions.

Collect Student Workbooks and use Ancient River Valleys for assessment.

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue. 

SL.6.1: Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions…with diverse 
partners…, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.
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Lesson 3: Seasonal Cycles and Soil Renewal

After viewing a presentation about the flood cycles along the Tigris-Euphrates and 
Nile rivers, students work in teams to match cyclical events with the season of each 
event’s occurrence. Then they summarize the main events of each season in the two 
river valleys.

Use this correlation in conjunction with the Procedures located on pages 62–63 of the Teacher’s Edition. Only procedure steps 
with a Common Core correlation are included in the table below.

Student Tasks Common Core Standards Applications

Vocabulary Development: For depth of understanding, vocabulary may be 
featured within the context of the unit instead of or in addition to the beginning of 
the lesson.

Suggestion: One way to increase vocabulary development and support writing is to 
have students create sentences using the lesson vocabulary words to describe similarities 
and differences between Mesopotamia and the Bay Delta.

L.6.4c: Consult reference materials…
to…determine…[a word’s] meaning…

RI.6.4 and RH.6–8.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases as they 
are used in a text…

Steps 1 and 2: Prepare to project Seasonal Cycles of the Fertile Crescent (Visual 
Aids #7–26). While projecting The Fertile Crescent (Visual Aid #8), explain that 
while there is almost no rain in the areas where the Egyptians and Mesopotamians 
farmed and built cities, the rivers continued to flow. Elicit from students the idea that 
upstream rain and snow fed the rivers.

Review the concept of seasonal cycles. Explain that the river systems and flood 
cycles of the Tigris-Euphrates and the Nile created lush ecosystems upon which 
humans and wildlife depended.

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.

SL.6.2: Interpret information 
presented…(…visually,…orally) and 
explain how it contributes to a topic…

Step 3: Distribute Student Workbooks. Have students turn to Seasonal Cycles 
Student Notes (Student Workbook, pages 5–8). Instruct students to complete the 
chart on page 4 during the presentation.

Continue projecting Seasonal Cycles of the Fertile Crescent (Visual Aids #9–14). 
Use the questions on page 62 of the Teacher’s Edition to help students make their 
notes. After you have finished the presentation, give students time to complete the 
chart on page 4 of Seasonal Cycles Student Notes.

Suggestion: Add art to this lesson by having students make a Four Seasons poster to 
summarize their notes.

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.

W.6.8 and WHST.6–8.8: Gather 
relevant information from multiple 
print and digital sources;…and quote or 
paraphrase the data and conclusions of 
others…

Steps 4–6: Organize students into groups of four. Give each group a set of Season 
Match (Informational Cards #1–4). The cards are spring, summer, fall, winter. Tell 
students that for each seasonal event you read aloud, they should: discuss the event 
and decide as a team in which season the event would take place (they may use 
their Seasonal Cycles Student Notes) select the correct card and give it to one 
member of the team; and have the team representatives reveal the season they have 
selected.

Project Season Match, Round 1 (Visual Aid #27), covering all the items with a blank 
sheet of paper. Reveal the first item to play the first round of the game. Award teams 
one point for each correct match. Continue play, revealing one item at a time on 
Season Match, Rounds 2 and 3 (Visual Aids #28–29).

(Note: An Answer Key and Sample Answers for Season Match, Rounds 1–3 are 
provided on pages 64–66 of the Teacher’s Edition.)

SL.6.1: Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions…with diverse 
partners…, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.

SL.6.2: Interpret information 
presented…(…visually,…orally) and 
explain how it contributes to a topic…
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Lesson 3

Seasonal Cycles  
and Soil Renewal
This lesson focuses on seasonal cycles along the Nile and Tigris-Euphrates river systems 

and the importance of these cycles to plants, animals, and people  The lesson starts with a 
presentation that illustrates how plant and animal cycles depended on the rivers’ flood cycles 

Students take notes on key points 
of the presentation and use this 
information in a game called Season 
Match. During the game, teams 
of four students work together to 
identify the season of occurrence for 
cyclical events ranging from animal 
nesting and birthing to crop planting 

and harvesting. Students discuss 
each event and come to consensus 
regarding the season in which the 
event occurs. Lesson 3 provides 
examples of ways in which seasonal 
cycles maintained soil fertility in 
the region, benefiting humans and 
leading to permanent settlements.

Background
Natural cycles were the center of 

ancient Mesopotamian and Egyptian 
life. It is no wonder the first calendars 
appeared in these regions; anticipat-
ing the floods and knowing when 
to plant ensured human survival. 
In Mesopotamia, the floodwaters 

Cropland flooded after monsoon
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Lesson 3 

| Learning Objective

Provide examples of seasonal 
cycles in the major river 
systems that benefited 
humans and led to the 
permanent settlement of early 
civilizations.

originated from snowpack in the 
Taurus Mountains to the north of 
the rivers. The snow began to melt 
in spring; the timing of the melt was 
difficult to predict. First, the small 
mountain streams of the Tigris and 
Euphrates watershed would swell with 

water. As the streams flowed together, 
a surge of meltwater from the north 
would pour down the rivers’ main 
channels. Mesopotamians greeted 
the rush of water with a mixture of 
thanksgiving and trepidation. If the 
flood came slowly enough and did 
not rise too high, the harvest would 
be good. The Euphrates River was 
easier to handle than the Tigris River 
due to few tributaries once it entered 
northern Syria.

The Nile floods resembled 
Mesopotamian floods, but the sources 
of the Nile floods differed. Monsoon 
rains in Ethiopia and Tanzania fell 
with a fury during the summer. 
Kush, located between the second 
and fourth cataracts, near where 
the White Nile and Blue Nile meet, 
received some of that rainfall, and in 
ancient times, grasslands extended 
for miles to the east and west of the 
river, providing habitat for animals. 
(This is still true today in the region 
north of Khartoum between the fifth 
and sixth cataracts.) At many places 
along the Nile, the floodwaters moved 
slowly through sloughs, such as in 
the immense swamps of the Sudd 

(present-day 
Sudan). These 
areas dampened 
the fury of the 
floods, absorbing some of the water 
like a giant sponge and releasing it 
slowly into lower Egypt.

Plants and animals depended on 
the cycle of the floods. Their migra-
tion and reproductive needs followed 
the ebb and flow of the rivers. 
Excessive rainfall would have washed 
away pollen and damaged the fruit 
in the date palm, yet the palm could 
depend on floods to bring the fertile 
soil needed to produce abundant fruit 
in the fall. Crocodile eggs hatched in 
November, once the floodwaters had 
receded; the young could benefit from 
the flood’s bounty but avoid harm 
from the raging waters.

Sudd Swamp, Sudan

| Key Vocabulary

Flood cycle: The periodic  
seasonal pattern of flooding  
in a river system.

Harvest: (verb) To catch or gather 
food or supplies, such as fish, 
crops, and timber. (noun) The act 
of gathering a crop or the food 
that is collected.

Irrigation: A system that  
supplies water to land through 
pipes, artificial channels, or 
other means.

Life cycle: The changes organisms 
go through as they develop 
from eggs or seeds to adults that 
reproduce before they die.

Migration: The movement of 
animals, including humans, from 
one location to another.

Seasonal: (adj.) Describing an 
event or process that occurs during 
a particular time of the year.
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Student Tasks Common Core Standards Applications

Steps 7 and 8: After the game, review how seasonal cycles were important to these 
early people. Add that the cycles also formed the basis of great civilizations because 
political, economic, cultural, and religious practices and beliefs were connected to 
the river systems.

Call students attention to the questions on pages 1 to 3 of Seasonal Cycles Student 
Notes. Have students complete the questions in class or for homework.

WHST.6–8.1: Write arguments focused 
on discipline-specific content.

W.6.2.d and WHST.6–8.2.d: Use 
precise language and domain-specific 
vocabulary to inform about or explain 
the topic.
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Lesson 4: Growing by the Banks

After connecting religious beliefs to the flood cycles in each area, students read and 
compare short primary source excerpts of flood myths and laws from the Tigris- 
Euphrates and Nile River cultures. They write first-person journal entries about life by 
the river.

Use this correlation in conjunction with the Procedures located on pages 102–103 of the Teacher’s Edition. Only procedure steps 
with a Common Core correlation are included in the table below.

Student Tasks Common Core Standards Applications

Vocabulary Development: For depth of understanding, vocabulary may be 
featured within the context of the unit instead of or in addition to the beginning of 
the lesson.

L.6.4c: Consult reference materials…
to…determine…[a word’s] meaning…

RI.6.4 and RH.6–8.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases as they 
are used in a text…

Steps 1 and 2: Briefly review seasonal cycles from Lesson 3. Use the discussion 
points on page 102 of the Teacher’s Edition to discuss the belief systems of the 
Egyptians and the Mesopotamians as they relate to the rivers.

SL.6.1: Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions…with diverse 
partners…, building on others’ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.

SL.6.2: Interpret information 
presented…(…visually,…orally) and 
explain how it contributes to a topic…

Steps 3 and 4: Distribute Student Editions and Student Workbooks. Have 
students turn to River People: Myths and Laws (Student Workbook, pages 9–11). 
Tell students they will compare the influence of the rivers by looking at myths 
and laws. As students read stories and laws created by the Mesopotamians and 
Egyptians, they will look for ways that geographical features—particularly rivers—
played a role in these stories and laws.

Pair students and give them 20 minutes to read, discuss, and complete responses in 
River People: Myths and Laws.

RI.6.2 and RH.6–8.2: Determine the 
central ideas of…a source; provide an 
accurate summary of the source…

SL.6.1: Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions…with diverse 
partners…, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.

Steps 5–7: When time is up, ask students what patterns they noticed in these flood 
myths and laws. In class or for homework, have students complete a journal entry 
from the perspective of a young girl or boy living along the Tigris-Euphrates or Nile 
rivers in ancient times. The entry should include their view of the gods and the laws 
of their land and include specific examples from River People: Myths and Laws.

Collect Student Editions and Student Workbooks and use River People: Myths 
and Laws for assessment.

Suggestion: To support VAPA standards, student pairs could script and present these 
journal entries.

SL.6.1: Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions…with diverse 
partners…, building on others’ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.

W.6.2: Write informative/explanatory 
texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas, concepts, and information 
through the selection, organization, and 
analysis of relevant content.

b) Develop the topic with relevant 
facts, definitions, concrete details, 
quotation, or other information and 
examples.
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Lesson 4

Growing by the Banks
Irregular and extreme flooding in Mesopotamia and predictable flooding in Egypt contributed 

to the development of different religious ideologies in these regions  In this lesson, students 
learn how the seasonal cycles of the Tigris-Euphrates and the Nile influenced the belief systems 
of the people who settled in each area 

Students work in pairs and read 
primary source documents from 
Mesopotamia and Egypt, compar-
ing f lood myths and laws to get a 
sense of how river systems inf lu-
enced cultural, economic, legal, and 
religious beliefs and practices in 

these regions. Students conclude 
the lesson by writing a diary entry 
from the perspective of a young 
person living in ancient times. 
This lesson explores connections 
between the rivers and the beliefs 
of the peoples living beside them. 

Understanding the integral role the 
river systems took in inf luencing 
the functioning of permanent 
settlements and early civilizations, 
including their laws, religious 
practices, and artwork, is a key part 
of the unit. 

Papyrus plants
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Lesson 4 

Background
With the rhythms of their lives 

so closely connected to the rising 
and falling of the rivers, it is no 
surprise that the ancient inhabitants 
of the Fertile Crescent placed the 
river at the center of their society. 
Tales of massive, destructive floods 
permeate Mesopotamian mythol-
ogy. In the Sumerian Gilgamesh 
epic, the gods grow disgusted with 
the humans they have created and 
send a massive flood to wipe them 
off Earth. The humans survive the 
flood and learn that the gods—and 

the rivers—brought death as well 
as life. Too little water could be as 
devastating as too much. Erra, the 
Sumerian god of the drought, took a 
fearfully nonchalant attitude toward 
human welfare. “When I am enraged, 
I devastate people,” he states in one 
Sumerian epic. Near the river delta, 
where the waters flowed more slowly, 
the god Enki acted benevolently, cul-
tivating reeds and fish for humans.

Egyptian deities tended to show 
more mercy for humans, which 
reflects the gentler cycles of the Nile. 
In Egypt, the people believed gods 

and goddesses 
were responsible 
for flooding, as 
well as restrain-
ing floodwaters. The Egyptian 
goddess Satet presided near Aswan at 
the first cataract, catching a teardrop 
from Isis to originate the summer 
inundation and stop the waters from 
rising too high. She and Anqet also 
were depicted as goddesses of the 
hunt, an acknowledgement of the eco-
system service the river provided by 
attracting animals. Not all Egyptian 
deities were so docile, however. The 
sun god Ra, fearing that humans were 
intent on overthrowing him, sent the 
goddess Hathor (who transforms into 
the war-like lion goddess Sakhmet) 
to kill many people. Appalled at the 
carnage he had unleashed, Ra ordered 
a strong beer mixed with red ochre to 
look like blood, which he had emptied 
on the fields. Thinking that the fields 
were inundated with blood, Sakhmet 
lapped it up, at which point she 
transformed back in to the benevolent 
Hathor, enabling a human population 
to survive. In both Mesopotamia and 
Egypt, society mirrored the events 
in the natural system, which were 
cyclical. Nature and the gods were, at 
turns, turbulent and supportive.

Sailboat on Aswan Reservoir, Egypt

| Key Vocabulary

Code: A set of rules, principles, or 
laws (especially written ones).

Myth: A traditional story that 
explains how the world was 
created or why the world is the 
way that it is.

Pyramid: A structure with a 
square or rectangular base and 
four triangular sides that meet 
at an apex, such as those built as 
tombs in ancient Egypt. 

| Learning Objective

Identify the importance of 
water and major river systems 
to human life and social 
systems (economic, political, 
legal, cultural, and religious) 
to the early civilizations of 
Mesopotamia, Egypt,  
and Kush. 
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Lesson 5: Finding Foundations

Students predict, and then discover, where ancient cities developed along the Tigris-
Euphrates and Nile rivers. Student groups read about one ancient city and an artifact 
from that city. Students complete a graphic organizer that explains the role of the 
river in the success of their city.

Use this correlation in conjunction with the Procedures located on pages 116–117 of the Teacher’s Edition. Only procedure steps 
with a Common Core correlation are included in the table below.

Student Tasks Common Core Standards Applications

Vocabulary Development: For depth of understanding, vocabulary may be 
featured within the context of the unit instead of or in addition to the beginning of 
the lesson.

L.6.4c: Consult reference materials…
to…determine…[a word’s] meaning…

RI.6.4 and RH.6–8.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases as they 
are used in a text…

Steps 1–3: Distribute Student Workbooks. Have students turn to Ancient River 
Valleys (Student Workbook, pages 3–4). Review why people settled by the rivers. 
Ask students to use their knowledge of the geography of these regions and look 
carefully at both maps on Ancient River Valleys and choose three locations within 
each river system where, according to what they know about rivers and river valleys, 
the world’s earliest cities likely arose. Have student pencil these in on their Ancient 
River Valleys maps.

Project Ancient Cities of the Fertile Crescent (Visual Aid #30). Instruct students 
to mark their maps with the location and names of the cities. If their prediction 
matches the map, have them tell why they chose that place.

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.

SL.6.2: Interpret information presented 
in diverse media and formats…and 
explain how it contributes to a topic…

Steps 4 and 5: Distribute Student Editions. Have students turn to Ancient 
Cities by the River (Student Edition, pages 10–15) and Role of the River (Student 
Workbook, page 12) for note taking. Organize students into six groups and have each 
group focus on one of the six cities in Ancient Cities by the River. Ask students to 
read about their city and artifact and to work together to fill in each circle on Role 
of the River with one way the river helped make that city successful. Review the 
instructions on Role of the River, pointing out the types of connections students 
might describe. Give students 20 minutes to read and take notes. Students may add 
more circles if necessary.

When time is up, ask students to summarize the main reasons why certain physical 
settings influenced where ancient people settled and enabled early cities to thrive.

Project Modern Cities of the Fertile Crescent (Visual Aid #31) to show where 
important urban centers are in this area of the world today. Discuss why some cities 
survived and some have died out.

RI.6.2 and RH.6–8.2: Determine the 
central ideas of…a source; provide an 
accurate summary of the source…

SL.6.1: Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions…with diverse 
partners…, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly.

Steps 6 and 7: (Note: This step is optional.) Ask each group to prepare a four-
minute “Eyewitness News Report” about their ancient city and its artifact. Detailed 
instructions are on page 117 of the Teacher’s Edition. Have students share their 
“Eyewitness News Report” with the class.

Collect Student Editions and Student Workbooks and use Role of the River for 
assessment.

Suggestion: Another way to check for understanding in this lesson would be to have 
students write “Real Estate” ads giving information on where to locate your home.

SL.6.4a: Plan and deliver and 
informative/explanatory presentation 
that: develops a topic with relevant 
facts, definitions, and concrete 
details;…uses precise language and 
domain specific vocabulary; and 
provides a strong conclusion. CA

112 CALIFORNIA EDUCATION AND THE ENVIRONMENT INITIATIVE I Unit 6.2.1. I River Systems and Ancient Peoples

Lesson 5

Finding Foundations
Students use their knowledge of the Tigris-Euphrates and Nile river watersheds to predict 

where the world’s first cities would have developed  They compare their predictions to 
the actual locations of the earliest cities and discuss the physical features that would have 
encouraged settlement in those areas 

In small groups, students read 
about an ancient city in Mesopotamia, 
Egypt, or Kush. They study one 
artifact associated with the city they 
are researching. Then they record 
examples of ways the rivers supported 
each city’s success. 

Students complete a graphic 
organizer that describes the role 

of physical settings and natural 
resources in the rise of civilizations 
and in economic and political 
development.

As an option, if time is available, 
students create short “Eyewitness 
News Reports,” about the cities, which 
they present to the class. These reports 
summarize the achievements of each 

city and explain the significance  
of the highlighted artifact. 

Background
People in ancient Mesopotamia 

and Egypt built their cities and 
temples as close to the rivers as 
possible. In Syria, the Orontes 
River and its watershed and 

Ruins of a Nubian City
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agriculture supported some of the 
first urban areas on Earth. Many 
of these cities still exist, though 
their names have changed and 
centuries of environmental change 
have rendered some of the early 
locations less desirable. The cities 
of Uruk and Eridu, for example, 
once presided over the mouth of 

the Mesopotamian river system, 
but sedimentation has now placed 
them over a hundred miles from the 
Persian Gulf. Memphis (now Cairo) 
was built at a key location near the 
beginning of the Nile River Delta, 
yet the shifting of the river’s channel 
has placed the modern city in a more 
advantageous position.

| Learning Objective

Describe the role of the major 
river systems and their physical 
settings in the choice of locations 
for permanent settlement in these 
early civilizations.

Some cities 
retained their 
placement and 
importance. 
At the Nile’s first cataract, river 
transportation became impossible. 
The city of Aswan (ancient Swenet) 
is there. This location defined the 
southern extent of the Egyptian First 
Dynasty and acted as a “choke point;” 
Swenet also served as an important 
point where traders from north and 
south met. Even though the Aswan 
dam eliminated the cataract in 
the 20th century, the city remains 
an important trading center. The 
Egyptian city of Thebes has served 
ancient and modern travelers as well, 
close to the first cataract. Religious 
life in that city’s early days was 
focused around the breathtaking 
Temple of Karnak, providing Egypt 
with a religious center that that was 
an important part of the society.

The Mesopotamian city of Babylon 
spanned the Tigris and Euphrates 
rivers. Bridges and boats connected 
the opposite banks, while ziggurats 
and other important buildings com-
monly fronted the water. River water 
was mixed with dirt to form the mud 
bricks used in construction. Religious 
rituals performed within the temples 
included sacrifices made to ensure the 
rivers’ benevolence. Famous ziggurats, 
such as the Tower of Babel in Babylon, 
reached high into the sky, and were 
built completely from materials 
extracted from the rivers.

| Key Vocabulary

Artifact: An object, such as a tool, 
made by humans.

Zigurrat: A large temple tower 
with a pyramid-shaped building 
at the top, used in worship.

Gate to Babylon
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River Systems and Ancient PeoplesScience Background

babbled, and meandered poetically 
through our literary tradition.

River systems are geographically 
tied to the lands they drain, called 
watersheds. The Merced River 
watershed, for example, includes 
Yosemite Valley because every drop 
of water—from the condensation 
dripping from a soda can in 
the visitor parking lot, to the 
snowmelt tumbling over Bridalveil 
Falls—will eventually wind up in 
the Merced River. As small river 

systems join larger ones, they tie 
together the land associated with 
their watersheds.

Many terms used to describe the 
geography of river systems have 
subtle or subjective definitions. It 
is difficult to distinguish between a 
creek and a brook in scientific terms. 
Likewise, it is hard to define when 
a “creek” has grown large enough to 
become a “river.”

As rivers carve and smooth the 
earth over which they travel, they 

create a variety 
of landscape 
features. Rivers 
etch V-shaped 
canyons in granite or undercut 
soft spires of sandstone. Water can 
slowly carve hard rocks, such as 
granite. Rivers can cut quickly and 
deeply into soft rock, as happened 
to the sandstone cliffs of the Grand 
Canyon, and the limestone gorges of 
the Yangzi. Where rivers slow and 
spread, basins fill with sediment to 
form flat floodplains.

Rivers all over the world slowly 
move rock and soil from higher to 
lower elevations. Sometimes rivers 
caress the land, moving earth at a lazy 
pace. At other times, sudden surges of 
flowing water make dramatic changes 
in the landscape. The world’s first 
great agricultural civilizations were 
born where soil carried from faraway 
mountain peaks settled in deep 
valleys, along permanent rivers that 
periodically flooded with swelling 
water, usually from mountain storms 
or spring snowmelt. Rivers, and the 
terms used to describe them, continue 
to weave nature and culture together 
in landscapes and in language.

Grand Canyon, Arizona

| Learning Objective

Identify how humans and human 
communities benefit from 
the dynamic nature of rivers 
and streams in ways that are 
essential to human life and to the 
functioning of our economies 
and cultures. 

Cataract: A series of steep rapids or a 
waterfall in a river.

Channel: The bed of a stream, river, 
or other waterway. 

Delta: A large, usually triangle-
shaped area at the mouth of a river 
that gradually builds up as the river 
deposits sediments.

Deposition: The depositing or 
settling of rock or soil from one 
place to another.

Erosion: The moving of rock and soil 
from place to place by wind, water, 
or ice.  

Flood cycle: The periodic seasonal 
pattern of flooding in a river system.

Floodplain: A flat area along a river 
that floods when water flows outside 
of a river’s banks.

Headwaters: The springs or small 
streams that supply water where a 
river first starts.

Meander: A winding section of a 
river or stream. 

Sediment: Stones, sand, and soil 
carried by water, wind, or glaciers.

Tributary: A small river or stream 
that flows into a larger one. 

Watershed: The land area that drains 
water into a particular body of water, 
such as a stream, river, lake, or ocean.

| Key Vocabulary

Science Background: Introducing a River System

Students learn vocabulary related to rivers and read about the Sacramento-San 
Joaquin River Delta. They discuss how humans benefit from the dynamic nature of 
rivers and streams in ways that are essential to human life and to the functioning of 
our economies and cultures.

National Geographic Resources
■  ■ Water For Life wall map

Use this correlation in conjunction with the Procedures located on pages 134–135 of the Teacher’s Edition. Only procedure steps 
with a Common Core correlation are included in the table below.

Student Tasks Common Core Standards Applications

Vocabulary Development: For depth of understanding, vocabulary may be 
featured within the context of the unit instead of or in addition to the beginning of 
the lesson.

Suggestion: You can increase practice with vocabulary by creating a list of words and 
definitions for a Round Robin.

L.6.4c: Consult reference materials…
to…determine…[a word’s] meaning…

RI.6.4 and RH.6–8.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases as they 
are used in a text…

Step 1: Call students’ attention to the Water For Life wall map. Ask students what 
they know about water in California and where their fresh water supply comes from. 
Have students identify the major rivers in California. Write the names of these rivers 
on the board.

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.

Steps 2 and 3: Project The Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta (Visual Aid #32) 
and explain that this area is home to one of the largest river systems in California. 
Distribute a sheet of writing paper to each student. Have students read California 
Connections: The Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta (Student Edition,  
pages 17–20). Direct students to use the writing paper to note any terms related  
to rivers as the class reads the article.

After the class has read the article together, project The Sacramento-San Joaquin 
River Delta (Visual Aid #1) and point out the physical features listed on page 134 of 
the Teacher’s Edition.

RI.6.4 and RH.6–8.4: Determine the 
meaning of words and phrases as they 
are used in a text…

RI.6.7 and RH. 6–8.7: Integrate 
information presented in different media 
or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.

Steps 4 and 5: Using the questions on page 135 of the Teacher’s Edition, lead a 
discussion about the Bay Delta river system.

Collect student materials.

SL.6.1: Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions…with diverse 
partner…, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly

Unit Assessment
Refer to the introduction pages at the front of this document for information regarding the Traditional and Alternative 
Assessments for this unit and their Common Core correlations. 
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Science Background

Introducing a River System
This lesson introduces important terms relating to rivers and streams as dynamic systems 

that erode sediment, transport sediment, change course, and flood their banks in natural 
and recurring patterns  It provides a California context for studying river systems and their 
connections to human societies 

Students read an article that 
describes the Sacramento-San 
Joaquin River Delta. Using this 
important river system as context, 
students learn about the physical 
components and natural functions 
of river systems. Students identify 
the components of the Sacramento-
San Joaquin River Delta on a map 
of the Bay Delta area. Then they 

discuss components and functions 
of the river system and the rivers’ 
benefits to California communities.

Students will become familiar 
with vocabulary and background 
essential to understanding the role 
of rivers in natural and human 
systems. This lesson provides 
a foundation for the rest of the 
lessons in this unit. 

Background
Rivers have always been an 

important part of the human 
experience, serving as highways, 
pantries, reservoirs, and generators. 
The importance of rivers is ref lected 
in the wide vocabulary we have 
developed to describe our rivers’ 
topography and f low. Echoes of 
these descriptions have gushed, 

Merced River, Yosemite National Park, California
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California Connections and Common Core

Reading California Connections using a Common Core Reading and Writing Focus

Reading

History teachers can further enhance the teaching of Common Core Reading Literacy Standards by noting the suggestions below 
and in the following pages while reading the California Connections selection for content. Explicitly teach students to pay 
attention to the structure of the text by noting the following:

■  ■ Note how the author cites evidence to support main points and analysis. (RH.6–8.1)

■  ■ Note how the author sets up the central ideas or information; and provide an accurate summary of the text distinct from 
prior knowledge or opinions. (RH.6–8.2)

■  ■ Identify key steps in a text’s description of a process related to history. (RH.6–8.3)

■  ■ Note how the author explains the meaning of key words, phrases, and vocabulary related to history-social studies. (RH.6–8.4)

■  ■ Analyze the structure the author uses to organize the text; describe how a text presents information (e.g., sequentially, 
comparatively, causally). (RH.6–8.5)

■  ■ Analyze the author’s point of view and purpose, including watching for loaded language and inclusion or avoidance of 
particular facts. (RH.6–8.6)

■  ■ Note how the information in the California Connections text integrates with information provided throughout the unit in 
diverse formats, including charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps. (RH.6–8.7)

■  ■ Distinguish among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text. (RH.6–8.8)

■  ■ Analyze the relationship between a primary and secondary source on the same topic. (RH.6–8.9)

■  ■ Note comprehension strategies for understanding text. (RH.6–8.10)

Note: Standard descriptions from the Reading Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies are paraphrased and combined, using 
terminology that applies to reading a California Connections selection.)

Writing
Many California Connections selections can be used as a model for future student writing tasks applying the Writing Literacy 
Standards by noting how the author structures the text, organizes the ideas, and provides well-chosen relevant and sufficient 
facts, extended definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other information and examples. 

Using the California Connections Selection
The following pages note specific places where the California Connections selection provides examples for specific Writing 
Literacy Standards, using this selection as a writing model. They also provide suggestions for teaching students to analyze text 
structure using the Reading Literacy Standards. Teachers can incorporate more suggestions from the list above. 
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2 CALIFORNIA EDUCATION AND THE ENVIRONMENT INITIATIVE I Unit 6.2.1. I River Systems and Ancient Peoples I Student Edition

The river system of the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta (Bay 

Delta) region has supported California’s human communities for 

thousands of years. American Indians settled in the region between 

10,000 to 12,000 years ago. The Ohlone and the Miwok people 

enjoyed the natural abundance of the bays and the delta. In summer, 

the Ohlone and Miwok people made rafts and traveled the natural waterways.

California Connections: The Giving Power of the Bay Delta

Lesson 1  |  page 1 of 4

The Giving Power  
of the Bay Delta

Mussels attached to a rock

They harvested fish, clams, 
mussels, and oysters and 
hunted waterfowl, deer, elk, 
and bears. In winter, when 
flooding rivers changed the 
landscape, the people would 
move east to the foothills of 
the Sierra Nevada. The native 
people collected acorns, 
which they ground into flour, 
and traded dried meats, 
including abalone, and the salt 
they harvested from the bays.

Europeans Arrive 
In spring 1772, Europeans 

traveled into the Bay Delta 
region for the first time. A 
Spanish expedition led by 
Captain Pedro Fages and 
Franciscan Father Juan Crespi 
investigated the East Bay and 
the Bay Delta. The visitors 

California Connections and Common Core

RI.6.3: Analyze in detail 
how a key…idea is 
introduced, illustrated, 
and elaborated in a text 
(e.g., through examples or 
anecdotes).

Suggestion: Have 
students observe how 
each section develops 
the concept of how the 
Bay Delta has shaped the 
history of California.

RI.6.2: Determine a central idea of a text and to how it is 
conveyed through particular details; provide a summary 
of the text distinct from personal opinions…

Suggestion: Throughout the selection, have students cite 
evidence that supports what it says explicitly as well as 
explaining inferences that can be drawn.

RI.6.1: Cite textual evidence to support analysis of what 
the text says explicitly as well as inference drawn from 
the text.

Suggestion: After reading each subheading section, ask 
students to summarize the central idea and how it  
is conveyed.

RI.6.5: …Analyze the 
use of text features…CA

Suggestion: Throughout 
the article, note the 
subheadings and how 
they contribute to the 
organization of the text.
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noted the lush valleys, plentiful 
water, and many Indian 
villages. The Spanish were 
the first Europeans the Indians 
in the area had ever seen.

The Spanish built Mission 
San Jose in the region in 
1797. The mission made use 
of the water and soil to grow 
crops and raise livestock. 
By 1833, it was the largest 
and most prosperous of 
all the Spanish missions. 
Missionaries at Mission 
San Jose controlled all 
the land west to the San 
Francisco Bay, north to where 
Oakland is now, east into the 
Livermore Valley, and up the 
Sacramento River. From the 
rich marshland, the Spanish 
hunted ducks, geese, 
antelopes, deer, elk, and 
grizzly bears. The mission 
brought many changes to life 
in the Bay Delta region.

The Lure of Gold 
Life in and around the 

Sacramento-San Joaquin 
River Delta changed again in 
1848, when James Marshall 
discovered gold at Sutter’s 
Mill, east of Sacramento. 
Within two years, nearly 
90,000 people had moved 
to California, hoping to find 
their fortunes in gold from 
the Sierra Nevada. The Gold 

Rush would change the 
ecosystem of the Bay Delta 
region to an extreme.

The gold mining operations 
used the Sacramento and 
San Joaquin waters. Using 
a method called hydraulic 
mining, miners put high-
pressure nozzles on huge 
hoses and washed away 
the sides of mountains 
and hills to get to the gold. 

The sediment washed into 
the rivers of the delta and 
into San Francisco Bay. 
It changed the course of 
the rivers and raised the 
riverbed and the floor of the 
bay over three feet in some 
places. This caused the river 
to flood the Great Central 
Valley for many years, even 
after the Gold Rush ended 
around 1860.

California Connections: The Giving Power of the Bay Delta

Lesson 1  |  page 2 of 4

Mission San Jose, California

California Connections and Common Core

W.6.2.a: …organize 
ideas, concepts, and 
information, using 
strategies such as…
cause/effect…

W.6.2c: 
Use appropriate 
transitions to clarify the 
relationships among 
ideas and concepts.

■  ■ many changes

■  ■ changed again
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Levee, New Orleans, Louisiana

After Statehood 
Over 400,000 people came 

to California after the state 
joined the Union in 1850. Half 
of the people settled in the 
area around the Sacramento-
San Joaquin River Delta. 
The rich soil and mild 
climate of the Sacramento 
and San Joaquin valleys 
attracted farmers from all 
over the world. Water from 
the rivers and the rich soil 
of the floodplains were soon 
more precious than gold had 
ever been. Thousands of 
acres in the Central Valley 
were planted with wheat and 
alfalfa. In 1850, the state 
government agreed to help 
farmers drain wetlands in the 
Bay Delta region and plant 
crops on that land. To stop 
the river water from coming 
back, the government had a 
system of levees built.

Flood Control
These early levees were 

small and made of dirt. They 
were constructed using 
mules, Fresno scrapers (earth 
movers and spreaders), 
and human labor. Work 
was slow. Engineers first 
thought that levees 4 feet 
high and 12 feet wide would 
protect Bay Delta lands from 
flooding. They were wrong. 

The natural peat soil was 
soft and light. It kept sinking, 
or blowing away when it 
was dry. Then contractors 
realized they could use 
steam-powered dredges 
to scoop heavier sediment 
from the river to build the 
levees. This sediment made 
stronger levees. The new 
steam-powered dredges 

deepened and straightened 
the riverbeds.

After the flooding was 
stopped, many more farmers 
migrated to the area. They 
grew potatoes, onions, 
beans, tomatoes, and corn. 
Asparagus was introduced 
to the area at the turn of 
the twentieth century. The 
bountiful crops made the Bay 

California Connections: The Giving Power of the Bay Delta

Lesson 1  |  page 3 of 4

California Connections and Common Core

RI.6.2: Determine a 
central idea of a text 
and how it is conveyed 
through particular details; 
provide a summary of the 
text…

Suggestion: If using this 
unit in conjunction with 
6.2.b: The Dynamic 
Nature of Rivers, have 
students note that this unit 
focuses on the historical 
importance of the Bay 
Delta, while 6.2.b’s “The 
Sacramento-San Joaquin 
River Delta” focuses on 
the physical and scientific 
importance of the Bay 
Delta.

RI.6.5: Analyze how 
a particular sentence, 
paragraph, chapter, 
or section fits into the 
overall structure of a text 
and contributes to the 
development of ideas…
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Port of Sacramento, California

Delta region famous. The 
availability of fertile land drew 
people like a magnet. At the 
same time, natural habitat 
for fish, migratory birds, and 
other wildlife disappeared 
under the farm plows. The 
deer and elk that once freely 
roamed the Bay Delta moved 
upriver, to higher ground.

Farming Grows…
As agriculture grew, 

shipping by boat and by train 
became important to the 
region. Shipping companies 
wanted to use bigger ships 
in the Bay Delta and in the 
rivers, but the channels 
were much too shallow. 
Officials proposed dredging 
the channels to make them 
deeper. The city of Stockton 
dredged a 37-foot-deep 
channel in 1933, so that 

larger ships could move 
goods to San Francisco. 
The city of Sacramento also 
dredged the river, creating a 
deepwater port in 1963.

Beginning in 1937, the 
Sacramento-San Joaquin 
River Delta was tapped for 
another important resource: 
water. The Bay Delta is at the 
endpoint of California’s largest 
watershed. State officials 
designed a system of canals, 
channels, and dams to provide 
fresh water and electricity 
to the communities in the 
Central Valley and Southern 
California. Both the Central 
Valley Project and State 
Water Project dramatically 
changed the course of Bay 
Delta waterways. Powerful 
pumping plants reversed 
the flow of the San Joaquin 
River. Half of the water that 

normally flowed into the 
delta and bay was moved 
south to irrigate farmlands in 
Southern California.

…And Cities Grow, Too
The Sacramento-San 

Joaquin River Delta region 
attracted more and more 
people in the mid-twentieth 
century. The cities of San 
Francisco and Sacramento 
continued to grow and expand 
with industry, agriculture, and 
housing. Stockton, at the 
southern end of the Bay Delta, 
became one of the country’s 
most productive agricultural 
areas. New technologies were 
used to control the water in 
the Bay Delta and to protect 
the cities from flooding. These 
changes would affect the whole 
river system in ways that would 
not be known for a long time.

California Connections: The Giving Power of the Bay Delta

Lesson 1  |  page 4 of 4

California Connections and Common Core

W6.2.f: Provide a 
concluding statement 
or section that follows 
from the information or 
explanation presented. 

RI.6.6: Determine the 
author’s point of view 
or purpose in a text 
and explain how it is 
conveyed…

RI.6.7: Integrate 
information presented 
in different media or 
formats (e.g., visually, 
quantitatively) as well 
as in words to develop a 
coherent understanding 
of a topic or issue.

W.6.2.a: …organize ideas, concepts, and information, 
using strategies such as…cause/effect…

RI.6.5: Analyze how a 
particular sentence, 
paragraph,, chapter, 
or section fits into the 
overall structure of a 
text and contributes to 
the development of the 
ideas…
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California Common Core State Standards Descriptions

Language Standards
■  ■ L.6.4: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases based on grade 6 reading and 

content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies.

c)	 Consult reference materials (e.g., dictionaries, glossaries, thesauruses), both print and digital, to find the pronunciation of 
a word or determine or clarify its precise meaning or its part of speech.

Reading Standards for Informational Text
■  ■ RI.6.1: Cite textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text.

■  ■ RI.6.2: Determine a central idea of a text and how it is conveyed through particular details; provide a summary of the text 
distinct from personal opinions or judgments.

■  ■ RI.6.3: Analyze in detail how a key individual, event, or idea is introduced, illustrated, and elaborated in a text (e.g., through 
examples or anecdotes).

■  ■ RI.6.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including figurative, connotative, and 
technical meanings. (See grade 6 Language standards 4–6 for additional expectations.) CA

■  ■ RI.6.5: Analyze how a particular sentence, paragraph, chapter, or section fits into the overall structure of a text and 
contributes to the development of the ideas. Analyze the use of text features (e.g., graphics, headers, captions) in 
popular media. CA

■  ■ RI.6.6: Determine an author’s point of view or purpose in a text and explain how it is conveyed in the text.

■  ■ RI.6.7: Integrate information presented in different media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) as well as in words to 
develop a coherent understanding of a topic or issue.

■  ■ RI.6.10: By the end of the year, read and comprehend literary nonfiction in the grades 6–8 text complexity band proficiently, 
with scaffolding as needed at the high end of the range.

Speaking and Listening Standards
■  ■ SL.6.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 

partners on grade 6 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.

c)	 Pose and respond to specific questions with elaboration and detail by making comments that contribute to the topic, 
text, or issue under discussion.

■  ■ SL.6.2: Interpret information presented in diverse media and formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively, orally) and explain how it 
contributes to a topic, text, or issue under study.

■  ■ SL.6.4: Present claims and findings (e.g., argument, narrative, informative, response to literature presentations), 
sequencing ideas logically and using pertinent descriptions, facts, and details and nonverbal elements to accentuate main 
ideas or themes; use appropriate eye contact, adequate volume, and clear pronunciation. CA

a) 	 Plan and deliver an informative/explanatory presentation that: develops a topic with relevant facts, definitions, 
and concrete details; uses appropriate transitions to clarify relationships; uses precise language and domain 
specific vocabulary; and provides a strong conclusion. CA

Writing Standards
■  ■ W.6.1: Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence.

■  ■ W.6.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, and information through the 
selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content.

a) 	 Introduce a topic or thesis statement; organize ideas, concepts, and information, using strategies such as definition, 
classification, comparison/contrast, and cause/effect; include formatting (e.g., headings), graphics (e.g., charts, tables), 
and multimedia when useful to aiding comprehension. CA

Common Core Reference Pages
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b) 	 Develop the topic with relevant facts, definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other information and examples.

c) 	 Use appropriate transitions to clarify the relationships among ideas and concepts.

d) 	 Use precise language and domain-specific vocabulary to inform about or explain the topic.

e) 	 Establish and maintain a formal style.

f) 	 Provide a concluding statement or section that follows from the information or explanation presented.

■  ■ W.6.4: Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and style are appropriate to task, 
purpose, and audience. (Grade-specific expectations for writing types are defined in standards 1–3 above.)

■  ■ W.6.8: Gather relevant information from multiple print and digital sources; assess the credibility of each source; and quote  
or paraphrase the data and conclusions of others while avoiding plagiarism and providing basic bibliographic information 
for sources.

Reading Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies
■  ■ RH.6–8.1: Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources.

■  ■ RH.6–8.2: Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate summary of the 
source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions.

■  ■ RH.6–8.3: Identify key steps in a text’s description of a process related to history/social studies (e.g., how a bill becomes law, 
how interest rates are raised or lowered).

■  ■ RH.6–8.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including vocabulary specific to domains 
related to history/social studies.

■  ■ RH.6–8.5: Describe how a text presents information (e.g., sequentially, comparatively, causally).

■  ■ RH.6–8.6: Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author’s point of view or purpose (e.g., loaded language, inclusion or 
avoidance of particular facts).

■  ■ RH.6–8.7: Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) with other information in print 
and digital texts.

■  ■ RH.6–8.10: By the end of grade 8, read and comprehend history/social studies texts in the grades 6–8 text complexity band 
independently and proficiently.

Writing Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects
■  ■ WHST.6–8.1: Write arguments focused on discipline-specific content.

■  ■ WHST.6–8.2: Write informative/explanatory texts, including the narration of historical events, scientific procedures/ 
experiments, or technical processes.

a) 	 Introduce a topic clearly, previewing what is to follow; organize ideas, concepts, and information into broader categories 
as appropriate to achieving purpose; include formatting (e.g., headings), graphics (e.g., charts, tables), and multimedia 
when useful to aiding comprehension.

b) 	 Develop the topic with relevant, well-chosen facts, definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other information and 
examples.

c) 	 Use appropriate and varied transitions to create cohesion and clarify the relationships among ideas and concepts.

d) 	 Use precise language and domain-specific vocabulary to inform about or explain the topic.

e) 	 Establish and maintain a formal style and objective tone.

f) 	 Provide a concluding statement or section that follows from and supports the information or explanation presented.

■  ■ WHST.6–8.4: Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and style are appropriate to task, 
purpose, and audience.

■  ■ WHST.6–8.8: Gather relevant information from multiple print and digital sources (primary and secondary), using search 
terms effectively; assess the credibility and accuracy of each source; and quote or paraphrase the data and conclusions of 
others while avoiding plagiarism and following a standard format for citation. CA

Common Core Reference Pages


