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4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

5 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

6 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
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.

4.3.3.—Witnessing the Gold Rush
In this unit, students learn how the search for gold and the influx of settlers influenced the natural 
environment and placed great demands on California’s natural and human social systems. Students 
learn about various mining methods and their effects on natural systems. Then they learn how rapidly-
expanding communities dealt with social, economic, political, and legal systems both locally and 
regionally. Students use primary and secondary sources to experience the Gold Rush. They participate 
in a gold panning activity and apply their experience to lessons that explore more advanced mining 
techniques. Students examine how political and economic decisions made during the Gold Rush 
influenced California in its transition to statehood.

Witnessing the  
Gold Rush

History-Social 
Science Standard 

4.3.3.

4
California Education and the Environment Initiative

Teacher’s Edition

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

■  ■ RI: Reading Standards for Informational Text

■  ■ SL: Speaking and Listening Standards

■  ■ W: Writing Standards

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 and 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 23–24 of this document.

A Note about Common Core Speaking and Listening Standards

Many of the EEI units provide various learning structures, materials, and groupings that lead toward students working in pairs or 
small groups to discuss concepts and ideas. This 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 in collaborative discussion 
techniques, students can be placed in pairs or small groups to discuss the lesson topics. To aid in teacher planning, the lessons are 
listed below along with their learning structures for whole class, pairs/partners, and/or small groups:

■  ■ Lesson 1: Whole class, independent	

■  ■ Lesson 2: Whole class, pairs 

■  ■ Lesson 3: Whole class

■  ■ Lesson 4: Whole class, groups of eight, groups of five

■  ■ Lesson 5: Whole class, 10 students read aloud/the rest listen, record and discuss

■  ■ Lesson 6: Whole class

National Geographic Resources

■  ■ Human Geography wall map (Lesson 1)

■  ■ Political wall map (Lesson 1)
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Unit Assessment Options

Assessments Common Core Standards and Applications

Traditional Assessment

Students answer multiple choice and short answer questions 
as well as write one short essay about a method of  
gold mining.

L.4.3: Use knowledge of language and its conventions  
when writing…

RI.4.3: Explain events, procedures, ideas, or concepts in 
a historical, scientific, or technical text, including what 
happened and why, based on specific information in the text.

W.4.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic 
and convey ideas and information clearly.

b)	Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete details…
or other information and examples…

Alternative Assessment

Using a graphic organizer, students create a postcard that 
describes a mining method. The post card explains how that 
method influenced or changed natural systems in the Gold 
Country and indicates some of the political, social, economic, 
and legal changes that resulted from the Gold Rush.

L.4.3: Use knowledge of language and its conventions  
when writing…

RI.4.3: Explain events, procedures, ideas, or concepts in 
a historical, scientific, or technical text, including what 
happened and why, based on specific information in the text.

W.4.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic 
and convey ideas and information clearly.

b)	Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete details…
or other information and examples…
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Lesson 1: A Treasure Revealed

Students hear about the discovery of gold and review a map of Gold Country, noting 
population and vegetation distribution before the Gold Rush. They listen to John 
Sutter’s account of gold’s discovery and begin a Gold Rush Influences Chart. 

Witnessing the Gold Rush
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Lesson 1 

Lesson 1

Gold in streambed

A Treasure Revealed
This lesson introduces students to the Gold Rush, placing the discovery in a geographic and 

historical context that builds upon their prior studies of California history. Through the 
story California Connections: The Journey of a Nugget, students learn about the discovery 
of gold in California that touched off the Gold Rush and the geological processes that led to its 
presence and accessibility in the Sierra Nevada Mountains.

Students then examine a map of the 
population distribution and vegetation 
of California before the Gold Rush in 
order to understand, in later lessons, 
the effect of the Gold Rush on the 
environment and people of California. 
They then learn about John Sutter, one 
of three key historical figures in the 
unit who provide eyewitness accounts 
of the Gold Rush. To conclude the 
lesson, the class begins a chart that 
documents changes to California’s 
natural systems and communities that 
resulted from the Gold Rush. Students 
will add to the chart at the conclusion 
of each of the unit’s lessons.

Background
California’s Spanish and Mexican 

colonists lived along the coast and  
in the coastal valleys. They saw no 
need to push inland to explore the 
great Sacramento and San Joaquin 
valleys, although they did probe the 
foothills of the Sierra Nevada, near 
present-day Sonoma.

A few European settlers did 
venture inland, perhaps the most 
famous being John Sutter, who settled 
in the Sacramento Valley. Sutter 
constructed a fort at the juncture of 
the Sacramento and American rivers. 
Using the natural resources in the 
area, Sutter grew crops and raised 
cattle and sheep. As the demand for 
lumber at his fort and in other areas 
of the United States grew, Sutter and 
his partner on the sawmill operation, 
James Marshall, began to build a 
water-powered sawmill in Coloma 
at the base of the Sierra Nevada 
mountain range. It was here that gold 
was discovered on January 24, 1848.

Some 400 million years ago, 
California lay at the bottom of a sea 
where underwater volcanoes depos-
ited lava and minerals, including 
gold, onto the sea floor. Beginning 
about 200 million years ago, shifts 
of the tectonic plates that encircle 
Earth caused the sea floor crust to 
be pushed beneath the American 
continent. The crust heated up and 
melted into magma. This hot magma 
forced its way upward under what 
is now California, cooling as it rose 
to become the granite that makes 
up most of the Sierra Nevada today. 

As the magma 
solidified, veins 
of gold formed 
within fields of 
quartz. These minerals and rocks 
came to the surface of the Sierra 
Nevada through further tectonic 
activity. Over time, the action of 
water, wind, and ice eroded the 
Sierra Nevada and exposed the gold. 
Carried downstream by water, the 
gold gathered in gravel beds along the 
sides of rivers and streams. This is 
what James Marshall retrieved from 
the stream—gold that had come to 
lie in the gravel bed after hundreds of 
millions of years of geologic action.

Sutter’s Mill on American River, 1848

| Key vocabulary

Natural Resources: Materials, 
such as water, minerals, energy, 
and soil, that people use from 
nature and natural systems.

Nugget: A piece of gold or other 
valuable metal, as it is found  
in nature.

Sawmill: A place where timber is 
cut into boards.

| Learning Objective

Using the biographies of John 
Sutter, Mariano Guadalupe 
Vallejo, and Louise Clapp, 
describe how the quest for 
gold influenced the growth, 
development, and operation 
of new communities in 
various parts of California.

National Geographic Resources
■  ■ Human Geography wall map (Lesson 1)

■  ■ Political wall map (Lesson 1)

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 36–37 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary Workbook and the vocabulary Word Wall 
Cards to introduce new words to students as appropriate. 
Ask students to write their name in the space provided in 
the Dictionary Workbook. These documents are provided 
separately.

L.4.4: Determine…the meaning of unknown…words and 
phrases…

a)	 Use context (e.g., definitions…) as a clue to the meaning of 
a word or phrase.

Step 1

Distribute a Student Edition to each student. Tell students 
to turn to California Connections: The Journey of a Nugget 
(Student Edition, pages 2–4). Have students take turns reading 
the story aloud to the class. Ask students to predict what 
happened after James Marshall found the gold nugget. (He 
sold it, he told others about it, the Gold Rush happened.)

RI.4.1: Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining 
what the text says explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text.

RI.4.10: …read and comprehend informational texts…

Step 2

Tell students to turn to California Before the Gold Rush 
(Student Edition, page 5). Project California Before the Gold 
Rush (Visual Aid #1). Ask students, “Where did people live in 
California in 1848?” (People lived along the coast near the Spanish 
missions and in the mountains. Farmers, trappers, explorers, 
and California Indians visited the inland mountains and deserts 
during certain seasons.) Tell students that, after the discovery 
of gold in 1848, this area of California became known as “Gold 
Country.” Explain to students that most of the gold in this area 
was found in the forests west of the Sierra Nevada.

Point out the Sacramento area and the location of Sutter’s 
Fort, as well as Sutter’s Mill, where Marshall found the gold in 
Coloma, along the American River.

Tip: Download the digital copies of the Visual Aids before class 
and confirm the projection works smoothly. See  
http://www.californiaeei.org/curriculum/  to download visual 
aids.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally, 
or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, diagrams, time 
lines…) and explain how the information contributes to an 
understanding of the text in which it appears.

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information 
presented…visually…and orally.
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 3

Project John Sutter and Sutter’s Fort (Visual Aid #2). While 
projecting John Sutter and Sutter’s Fort, read aloud the 
following facts about John Sutter:

■  ■ Sutter was born in Germany to Swiss parents and grew 
up in Switzerland; he came to California in 1839.

■  ■ After getting permission from the Mexican government, 
Sutter built a fort in what is today Sacramento.

■  ■ He grew grapes and wheat on farmland there, along 
with raising large herds of cattle and sheep. Sutter’s Fort 
became a place where the goods from his farm and ranch 
were stored and sold to other settlers.

■  ■ Sutter and his business partner, James Marshall, decided to 
go into the lumber business. They wanted to build a water-
powered sawmill on one of the rivers near Sacramento. At 
the sawmill, Marshall discovered gold in 1848.

Ask students, “What natural resources would Sutter have  
used on his farm?” (Land, soil, water) Ask, “What natural 
resources would Sutter have used to build his lumber 
business?” (Water, wood)

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally, 
or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, diagrams, time 
lines…) and explain how the information contributes to an 
understanding of the text in which it appears.

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information 
presented…visually…and orally.

Step 4

Tell students to turn to Sutter’s Account of Gold Discovery 
(Student Edition, pages 6–7). Explain that “…” means some 
words have been left out of Mr. Sutter’s excerpts. Tell students 
that they are about hear about what John Sutter saw and did 
when gold was discovered. Ask students to listen and follow 
along as you read Excerpt 1.

Read Excerpt 1 to the class. Stop after every few sentences to 
check for student understanding. Explain terms that may be 
unfamiliar to students.

When done, ask students, “Why was Marshall so nervous 
about showing Sutter the gold he discovered?” (Gold is a 
valuable resource. Marshall may have thought that if people 
found out about it, they might stop working for Mr. Sutter and 
begin to seach for gold near the sawmill.)

Read Excerpt 2 to the class and stop often to clarify or answer 
student questions. After the reading, distribute a Student 
Workbook to each student. Tell students to turn to What 
Sutter Saw (Student Workbook, page 2). Tell students to 
complete the thought bubble with words that tell:

■  ■ what Sutter thought about the discovery by his partner, 
Marshall

■  ■ what Sutter saw happen as the secret got out

RI.4.1: Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining 
what the text says explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text.

W.4.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

b)	Use dialogue and description to develop experiences and 
events or show the responses of characters to situations.

W.4.4: Produce clear and coherent writing…in which the 
development and organization are appropriate to task, 
purpose, and audience…
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 5

Ask students, “What changed at Sutter’s Fort after gold was 
discovered?” (The Gold Rush caused people to leave their jobs at 
Sutter’s Fort and kept Sutter’s sawmill from being finished.)

Call students’ attention to the Gold Rush Influences Chart. 
Write their answers to this question about the changes at 
Sutter’s Fort on the chart. Explain to the class that they will 
add ideas to the chart as they learn more about the Gold 
Rush in California.

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners on grade 4 topics and texts, 
building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.

Step 6

Gather Student Editions and keep the Gold Rush Influences 
Chart posted for use in Lesson 2.

Collect Student Workbooks and use What Sutter Saw  
for assessment.

n/a
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Lesson 2: Mining Beds of Gold

Students observe illustrations of early mining methods. This activity conveys the 
environmental effects of panning as they consider the influences of early mining 
methods on riparian ecosystems and add to the Gold Rush Influences Chart.

Witnessing the Gold Rush
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Lesson 2 

| Learning Objective

Identify how the methods used 
to extract, harvest, and transport 
gold in California influenced the 
natural systems where the gold 
was being sought.

Lesson 2

Mining Beds of Gold
In this lesson, students learn about three mining methods used during the early days of the 

Gold Rush—panning, dry washing, and using a rocker (cradle)—and their impact on natural 
systems. Students try their hand at panning in a simulation that allows them to experience the 
relatively simple process of placer gold harvesting and gain a sense of the competition among 
miners. They also listen to firsthand accounts from early miners.

As part of the panning activity, 
students observe what happens 
to streams when rocks and water 
are removed. They discuss their 
observations and speculate about the 
effects of the early mining processes 
on the streams and ecosystems where 
miners looked for gold. Students 
add their observations to the Gold 
Rush Influences Chart. In later 
lessons, students will reflect upon this 

experience as they learn about more 
sophisticated mining techniques that 
resulted in even larger influences on 
natural systems.

Background
As news of gold’s discovery 

spread, men from all over California 
and Mexico flocked to the Gold 
Country in search of riches. These 
first prospectors were townsmen, 

Because of the richness of the  
riverbeds, the preferred mining 
method was panning, but it required 
backbreaking labor. If prospectors 
found placer gold washing gravel in 

pans or stirring the dry pebbles and 
sand, they would begin digging more 
seriously. Miners would divert streams, 
leaving the streambeds exposed. They 
then mixed water with soil from 

the streambed. 
Gently swirling 
their pans, they 
washed the lighter 
soils away,  
leaving the gold. The placer mining 
techniques used in California were not 
new; they had been in use at least since 
the 16th century, probably longer.

Dry washing was another method 
used when water was not available. 
Miners gently bounced dry soil 
on wool blankets. The wind blew 
away the soil, and the heavier gold 
remained. These early methods 
required simple tools, such as frying 
pans, shovels, picks, knives, buckets, 
blankets, and tents.

Panning soon gave way to cradles 
and rockers. A rocker would be set on 
sloping ground to allow water to run 
through it. Wooden riffles fastened 
on the rocker’s bottom level caught 
the gold. Using a rocker and cradle 
required one man to load it with water 
and soil and a second man to rock it. 
With this machine, miners could pro-
cess 200 bucketfuls of soil per day.

Even these early forms of mining 
had an impact on the natural 
systems in the area, disturbing 
waterways and affecting river eco-
systems. The diversion of water 
from streambeds altered the natural 
course of waterways and the drain-
age systems of the western Sierra 
Nevada. These diversions would 
continue as new and more drastic 
methods of mining developed.

Streambed in Gold Country

Miner panning gold on American River

rancheros, American Indians, and 
veterans from the United States 
Army. They had no training in 
geology, but as time passed, they 
amassed practical knowledge about 
where to find gold. Searches focused 
on the loose soils in and around 
active or dry streambeds along the 
foothills of the Sierra Nevada moun-
tain range. These were known as 
placer deposits or “pay dirt.”

| Key vocabulary

Ecosystem: A community  
of plants, animals, and their  
surroundings that depend on 
each other. 

Prospector: A person who looks 
for minerals, such as gold.

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 50–51 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary Workbook and the vocabulary Word Wall 
Cards to introduce new words to students as appropriate. 

L.4.4c: Consult reference materials (e.g., dictionaries…)…to…
determine or clarify the precise meaning of key words…

RI.4.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words…

Step 1

Ask students to recall how gold was found by James Marshall, 
as told in California Connections: The Journey of a Nugget. 
(He saw something shining in the channel of the sawmill he was 
building along the American River. He reached into the water, 
picked it up, and discovered it was gold.) Ask students:

■  ■ How did the gold get in the water? (Erosion and 
weathering over time brought the gold out of the mountains 
and into the streambeds.)

■  ■ Do you think a lot of gold was this easy to find? (Answers 
will vary, but may include: at first, yes, but then it would run 
out. Then people would have to find other ways to get the 
gold that was still in the mountains.)

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners on grade 4 topics and texts, 
building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.

c)	 Pose and respond to specific questions to clarify or follow 
up on information, and make comments that contribute to 
the discussion and link to the remarks of others.

Step 2

Project Early Mining Methods (Visual Aids #3–5). Explain to 
students that the images show prospectors trying to find gold 
in a river ecosystem.

Point out and explain to the class each of the following 
methods on Early Mining Methods:

■  ■ Panning: Using shallow metal pans, prospectors mixed 
river water with soil from the streambed or the side of 
the river. As they gently swirled the pan using a circular 
motion, the soil would stay mixed with the water and spill 
out of the top of the pan, leaving the heavier gold pieces 
(if there was any) on the bottom of the pan.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally, 
or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, diagrams, time 
lines…) and explain how the information contributes to an 
understanding of the text in which it appears.



8  COMMON CORE CORRELATION GUIDE FOR UNIT 4.3.3.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 2 (Continued):

■  ■ Dry washing: Prospectors would put dry soil from the 
side of the river on top of a spread-out wool blanket. Two 
prospectors would each hold an end of the blanket and 
gently bounce the soil up and down on the blanket. The 
wind would blow away the soil, leaving the heavier gold 
(if there were any) on the blanket. This method was used 
when water was not available.

■  ■ Using a rocker (cradle): The rocker (cradle) was set on 
smooth, sloping ground. Riffles, or sections of wood, 
were built along the floor of the rocker (cradle) to catch 
gold nuggets. Usually operated by teams of prospectors, 
one or more people would carry wet dirt and water from 
the river to the top of the rocker (cradle), while another 
prospector rocked the cradle back and forth. The dirt and 
water would flow out one side of the rocker (cradle) while 
the riffles at the bottom caught the heavier gold (if there 
were any).

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally, 
or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, diagrams, time 
lines…) and explain how the information contributes to an 
understanding of the text in which it appears.

Step 3

Explain to students that they will now hear what using these 
mining methods was really like 160 years ago. Tell them to 
listen carefully as you read aloud from the perspective of 
several Gold Rush prospectors. Read aloud the First Accounts 
of Gold Script provided on page 52. Explain to students that 
they, like the prospectors they will hear about, will then have 
the chance to pan for gold!

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud…

SL.4.3: Identify…evidence a speaker…provides to support 
particular points.

Step 4

Tell students that they are now going to try an early mining 
method—panning. Divide the class into pairs. Tell the pairs 
that they will “mine” their assigned streambed pools, looking 
for placer gold, which is represented by pennies. Project How 
to Pan for Gold 1 and How to Pan for Gold 2 (Visual Aids 
#6–7) and review the procedures with the class.

■  ■ Once all the pairs have their supplies and understand the 
directions, indicate when they should start panning. Give 
the pairs approximately 10 minutes to pan for gold.

■  ■ As the teams finish or the time is up, have them walk to 
the Claims Office and bring you the pennies they found. 
Record each pair’s results on the Claims Office chart. 
Have students return to their desks. 

Once all the gold has been turned in, report which pair of 
prospectors found the most gold in their pool.

Ask students, “Why would some rivers or streams (in real life) 
have had more gold than others?” (As rocks break apart, some 
have more gold in them than others. If a river had many rocks 
containing gold it would have more gold nuggets.)

RI.4.3: Explain…procedures…in a…technical text…

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information 
presented…visually …and orally.
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 5

Redistribute the students’ individual Student Workbooks. Tell 
them to turn to Panning for Gold Results (Student Workbook, 
page 3). Ask students to return to the streambed pools and 
use them as needed to complete the questions. Next, call 
students back to their seats (if necessary), and ask them to share 
their observations with the class about the condition of their 
streambed pool before and after the activity. (Note: As students 
are answering the questions, record key words and phrases from 
their responses on the Gold Rush Influences Chart from Lesson 1. 
Use this chart as extra support material for ELL students.) Use the 
following questions to guide the discussion: 

■  ■ How did your streambed pool change because of the 
prospectors’ mining? (The sand, pebbles, plants, and eggs 
in the stream got all mixed up. Some of the sand, pebbles, 
and water that were in the pool came and covered some of 
the plants and eggs next to the pool.)

■  ■ What might happen to a real streambed pool if the water is 
taken out and not returned? (It would slow down the flow of 
the stream, and there would also be less water for plants and 
animals.) (Note: Remind students that while all living things 
depend on water, for fish and plants and animals that live in 
the water, it is their home, and they cannot live if too much 
water is removed from the streambed.)

■  ■ What might happen to a real streambed pool if sediment 
and rocks are taken out and not returned, or piled up on 
the sides of the stream? (The bottom of the streambed pool 
would get deeper; small animals and their eggs might be 
hurt; the plants and animals on the sides of the river would 
be covered in dirt and rocks.)

■  ■ How would this affect the river ecosystem? (Many plants 
and animals would not be able to live in this part of the stream 
or on its banks. The pool would change in size and shape.)

■  ■ Do you think that prospectors thought about how their 
mining activities affected the river ecosystem? Explain.

L.4.3: Use knowledge of language and its conventions when 
writing, speaking, reading or listening.

a)	 Choose words and phrases to convey ideas precisely.

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners…building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.

c)	 Pose and respond to specific questions to clarify or follow 
up on information, and make comments that contribute to 
the discussion and link to the remarks of others.

W.4.8: Recall relevant information from experiences…

Step 6

Call students’ attention to the Gold Rush Influences Chart. 
Read the question in column two aloud. Write students’ 
responses underneath, on the chart. (Mining for gold makes the 
water in the river muddy, and disturbs plants and animals living in 
the river. Rocks, mud, plants, and animals are moved or taken out 
of the river, and this can mean less food and shelter for the living 
things still in the river.)

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 7

Have students complete the questions on Panning for Gold 
Results while standing near their streambed pools. When 
students have finished, have the “prospector” partners assist 
with the cleanup of the streambed pools.

Keep the Gold Rush Influences Chart posted for use in 
Lesson 3.

Collect Student Workbooks and use Panning for Gold 
Results for assessment.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

W.4.3e: Provide a conclusion that follows from the narrated 
experiences or events.
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Lesson 3: The Secret’s Out!

Students compare the population of California in 1850 and 1848. Through the writings 
of Louise Clapp, they hear firsthand accounts of life in the mining camps and learn 
how mining methods changed. They add to the Gold Rush Influences Chart.

Witnessing the Gold Rush
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Lesson 3 

Lesson 3

The Secret’s Out!
In this lesson, students learn how the sudden rush of fortune seekers (miners and 

entrepreneurs) into the Gold Country influenced the methods miners used, as well as the 
types of settlements they constructed.

Students examine maps to 
appreciate the rapid population growth 
and the shift in population centers 
between 1848 and 1850. They also 
consider the effects of this growth on 
California’s vegetation. Then, through 
primary source narratives written by 

Louise Clapp, a woman living in a 
mining camp, students explore what 
life was like in the camps.

Students also learn that early 
mining methods gave way to more 
advanced methods as finding placer 
gold in the streams became more 

difficult. New methods included the 
use of sluice boxes, long toms, and 
flumes. Students consider the added 
effect these new methods had on the 
ecosystems in Gold Country. At the 
end of the lesson, students add to the 
Gold Rush Influences Chart. 

Mining camp near Volcano, California

Background
As the news of gold spread, a 

sudden migration into California’s 
Gold Country occurred. Between 1848 
and 1849, over 90,000 Americans and 
foreigners arrived. Miners gathered 
in hastily constructed mining camps 
where they could share supplies and 
other advantages of community life. 
Following the miners, entrepreneurs 
arrived to provide goods and services 
to the miners and their operations, 
often making more money than the 
miners did themselves.

Through 1848 and most of 1849, the 
miners depended on panning and the 
rocker (cradle) to separate the gold. 
However, by the fall of 1849, the pace 
of new gold discoveries had slowed. 
Placer gold could still be found, but 
no longer in such abundance. Miners 
looking for more efficient mining 
methods developed the long tom and 
the sluice box.

The sluice box consisted of an 
upper tray and bottom compart-
ment. Materials were shoveled into 
the upper tray. Water was then added 
to flush everything down. The bottom 
compartment contained matting held 
on by wooden riffles. As water carried 
the materials down, the heavy gold 
was trapped by the riffles.

The long tom was an enlarged 
rocker, 8 to 15 feet in length. It 
enabled miners to work claims 
that would have been unprofitable 
with only a pan and rocker. With 
its upper end attached to a flume 
or ditch that delivered a constant 
stream of water, the long tom 
allowed three or four men to  
wash great quantities of dirt dug  
at their claim.

Both of 
these new 
mining meth-
ods depended 
on timber for their construction. 
Therefore, pines and oaks in the for-
ested areas around mining camps 
were heavily harvested to supply 
lumber for the construction of tools, 
as well as buildings. In some cases 
the tree cutting may have led to soil 
erosion. These new mining meth-
ods also increased the diversion of 
the natural waterways in the Sierras, 
increasing the detrimental influences 
of human activity on the natural sys-
tems of the area.

Miners using long tom

| Key vocabulary

mining camp: A place where 
miners work and live, usually for 
a short time.

Timber: Wood and lumber that  
is used to make buildings and 
other things.

| Learning Objectives

Using the biographies of John 
Sutter, Mariano Guadalupe 
Vallejo, and Louise Clapp, 
describe how the quest for 
gold influenced the growth, 
development, and operation of 
new communities in various 
parts of California.

Identify how the methods used to extract, harvest, and transport 
gold in California influenced the natural systems where the gold 
was being sought.

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 64–65 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary Workbook and the vocabulary Word Wall 
Cards to introduce new words to students as appropriate. 

L.4.4: Determine…the meaning of unknown…words and 
phrases…

a)	 Use context (e.g., definitions…) as a clue to the meaning of 
a word or phrase.

Step 1

Distribute a Student Edition to each student. Tell them to turn 
to California Before the Gold Rush (Student Edition, page 5). 
Project California Before the Gold Rush (Visual Aid #1) and 
ask students what the map shows. (The location of the camps, 
cities, towns, and forts in “Gold Country” in California in 1848.)

Tell students to turn to California During the Gold Rush 
(Student Edition, page 8 ). Project California During the Gold 
Rush (Visual Aid #8) and tell students that this map shows 
the “Gold Country” in 1850. Ask the students the following 
questions about the map: 

■  ■ What do you notice about where the people lived in 1850 
versus 1848? (Most people lived along the coast in 1848. In 1850, 
many people were living inland, near the mountains and the 
rivers and streams near the mountains. In addition, there were 
more people in Gold Country in 1850 than there were in 1848.)

■  ■ What do you notice about the vegetation (forest areas) in 
1850 versus 1848? (There are fewer forest areas in 1850 than 
in 1848, especially along the Sierra Nevada mountain range.)

Project California’s Changing Population (Visual Aid #9). 
Read over the data on the chart with the class. Ask students 
the following questions about the data:

■  ■ How many people were living in California in 1848? (13,800) 

■  ■ How many people were living in California by 1850? 
(92,597) (Note: Mention that by 1860, California’s population 
had grown to almost 380,000.) 

■  ■ Why did so many people move to California? (To try to find 
gold or start businesses serving goldminers.) 

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

SL.4.1d: Review the key ideas expressed and explain their own 
ideas and understanding in light of the discussion.
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Step 1 (Continued):

■  ■ How do you think this population boom affected natural 
resources in California? (People used lots of wood to  
build buildings in the mining towns; there would be more 
demands on the rivers and lakes for humans, animals, and 
mining methods.)

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

SL.4.1d: Review the key ideas expressed and explain their own 
ideas and understanding in light of the discussion.

Step 2

Project California During the Gold Rush again and tell 
students that as gold became more difficult to find in the 
streams, many “mining camps” sprang up along the Sierra 
Nevada Mountains. Explain that the people in these camps 
used the “timber” from the trees in the forests to build cabins 
to live in and to make mining tools that could dig into the 
mountains to find the gold still buried there.

n/a

Step 3

Project Louise Clapp (Visual Aid #10) and read the following 
facts about her:

■  ■ Louise Clapp was a woman from New England who came 
to California with her husband in 1850.

■  ■ In 1851–52, she and her husband lived in two mining 
camps in Gold Country—Rich Bar and Indian Bar.

■  ■ Between 1851 and 1852, Louise wrote 23 letters to her 
sister in Massachusetts. She chose another name, Shirley, 
to sign her letters with. This is called a pen name. She told 
her about what was happening in the two gold mining 
camps, giving her sister a picture of life in Gold Country at 
that time.

Tell students that they are going to read some of Louise’s 
letters to see how mining was changing how people lived and 
how it was changing the ecosystems in Gold Country.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

Step 4

Tell students to turn to Clapp’s Account of Gold Mining 
Life and Methods (Student Edition, pages 9–10). Project 
Jamestown Mining Camp (Visual Aid #11) while reading aloud 
Excerpts 1 through 3 from Clapp’s Account of Gold Mining 
Life and Methods. Ask students to follow along as you read. 
Stop frequently to check for understanding.

Ask students the following questions: 

■  ■ What were the mining camps like? (They were small with 
lots of mining holes all around them.)

■  ■ What were the living conditions like? (They were poor. The 
mining camps could be dangerous with all of the empty 
mining holes; garbage piled up; food could be scarce at times.)

■  ■ Do you think many women lived in the mining camps? 
(No, the mining camps were mostly made up of men; there 
were few women and children.)

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud…
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Step 5

Project Advanced Mining Methods—Water Wheels and 
Advanced Mining Methods—Sluice (Visual Aids #12–13) 
while reading aloud Excerpts 4 through 6 from Clapp’s 
Account of Gold Mining Life and Methods.

After reading the excerpts, point out on the transparencies 
each of the mining tools mentioned. Tell students these facts:

■  ■ Water Wheels: These wheels were made of wood and 
placed so that the moving water in a river or stream 
would make them turn. They were used to run machinery 
and mills necessary for gold mining.

■  ■ Sluice: This big wooden box had two parts. As stream 
water flowed through the top of the sluice box, the 
heavier gold (if there was any) would drop to the bottom 
of the box while the dirt and water washed away from a 
slot in the top.

■  ■ Flumes: These were large wooden troughs that brought 
river water to the long toms and the sluice boxes. The 
miners also used ditches to bring in river water because 
they were cheaper to make than flumes. Ditches and 
flumes were not just built to bring the water to where 
it was needed; prospectors also used them to change 
the course of entire rivers and streams. Then the miners 
could walk right in to where the river used to be and start 
mining for gold!

Ask students, “What were the new tools made of?” (Wood, 
some metal) Ask, “Where did the timber come from?” (Trees) 
Tell students that miners cut down the forests around the 
mining camps.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

Suggestion: Fish tank gravel painted gold makes more authentic 
looking gold nuggets.

Step 6

Ask students: “How were the prospectors’ use of new mining 
tools and the way of life in the mining camps changing the 
ecosystems in Gold Country?” Add their thoughts to the Gold 
Rush Influences Chart. (Miners changed the flow of the rivers. 
This affected the fish and other wildlife that lived in the rivers 
and used the rivers to find food and drinking water. Prospectors 
searching for gold dug many holes. Miners cut down trees from the 
forests to make mining tools and the buildings that they lived in.)

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners…building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.
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Step 7

Redistribute the students’ individual Student Workbooks. Tell 
them to turn to What Clapp Saw (Student Workbook, page 
4). Tell students to imagine that each of them is Louise Clapp. 
They will use the pronoun “I” to complete the thought bubble 
with statements about:

■  ■ what Clapp thought about life in the mining camps

■  ■ how the camps, the miners’ lives in the camps, and the 
new mining methods they used were changing the 
ecosystems

Gather Student Editions and keep the Gold Rush Influences 
Chart posted for use in Lesson 5.

Collect Student Workbooks and use What Clapp Saw for 
assessment.

W.4.1d: Provide a concluding statement or section related to 
the opinion presented.

W.4.3b: Use dialogue and description to develop experiences 
and events or show the responses of characters to situations.
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Lesson 4: From Treasure Hunt to Industry

Students compare images of early gold mining and later large-scale, industrial 
mining operations. They read about mercury use in mining and the effects of 
mercury and hydraulic mining on California’s natural systems.

Witnessing the Gold Rush

78 CALIFORNIA EduCATION ANd THE ENvIRONmENT INITIATIvE I Unit 4.3.3. I Witnessing the Gold Rush CALIFORNIA EduCATION ANd THE ENvIRONmENT INITIATIvE I Unit 4.3.3. I Witnessing the Gold Rush 79 

Lesson 4 

these processes altered the lands and 
waters of the state dramatically. 

Background
In the 1850s, miners used water 

to uncover the gold that was hidden 
under dirt and rocks. It was not until 
the 1860s, when hose technology 
improved and miners employed dyna-
mite to break up the mountainsides, 
that the search for gold became indus-
trialized. Mining companies expanded 
their claims and “worked” the land 

on a larger scale. Hydraulic mining 
operations increased the amount of 
gold processed in a single day but 
also increased the byproducts of gold 
mining—the mountains of tailings or 
poisonous substances left behind—and 
their environmental impact.

Mining companies knew that if 
they could extract a higher percent-
age of gold particles in the sediments 
they processed, they could make 
a larger profit mining the same 
amount of dirt. Mercury, a heavy 

liquid metal 
mined in the 
coastal range 
of California, 
would chemically bond with even 
the tiniest gold particles, creating a 
heavy gold-mercury amalgam that 
processing could easily separate from 
other sediments and water. Later, it 
was distilled back into reusable mer-
cury and gold. Unfortunately, 10 to 
30% of the mercury used in mining 
was not recaptured, so tailings and 
sediments that were the byproducts 
of the mines contained high concen-
trations of mercury.

Mercury was not then known to 
be a health concern. Even today, the 
mercury that washed downstream 
from mercury mines in the coastal 
range and from gold mining tail-
ings in the Sierras remain in the soils, 
sediments, and waters of the Central 
Valley and the San Francisco Bay area. 
The mercury can enter the food chain, 
concentrating in the flesh of fish, and 
magnifying in effect as it passes up 
the food chain to fish eaters, such as 
eagles, bears, and humans. Although 
mercury is present in estuaries and 
lakes globally because of natural and 
industrial mercury emissions into 
the atmosphere, Central Valley water 
bodies have unusually high levels 
because of mercury contamination 
from the gold mines of the region.

Man operating hydraulic mining equipment

| Key vocabulary

Hydraulic: Something that is 
moved or powered by water or 
another liquid.

mercury: A poisonous metal that 
is liquid at room temperature and 
a silver-white color.

Tailings: The stones, sand, and 
soil left over after mining. 

| Learning Objectives

Identify how the methods used 
to extract, harvest, and transport 
gold in California influenced the 
natural systems where the gold 
was being sought.

Identify byproducts of the Gold 
Rush communities, and the mining and extraction practices that 
influenced the health of the natural systems in the surrounding 
areas (for example, the use of mercury in the refining process).

Lesson 4

Hydraulic mining operation

From Treasure Hunt  
to Industry
In this lesson, students explore the transition from one-man or small-team gold mining efforts 

to large mining operations employing hundreds of miners. Working in groups, students 
view photographs of hydraulic mining operations and compare them to panning, noting the 
similarities and differences in the tools used and the environmental results.

They consider how industrial 
mining operations affected natural 
systems in the Central Valley and 
Sierra Nevada, paying particular 
attention to the dramatic increase  
of “tailings.”

Students then read about 
mercury use in industrial mining 
operations and view a diagram 
showing the cumulative effects 
of mercury in living things. They 
find out that, more than 150 years 

later, the mercury used in gold 
mining continues to require 
careful monitoring and regulation. 
Students learn that while the effects 
of tailings and mercury use were 
neither understood nor intended, 

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 82–83 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary Workbook and the vocabulary Word Wall 
Cards to introduce new words to students as appropriate. 

L.4.4: Determine…the meaning of unknown…words and 
phrases…

a)	 Use context (e.g., definitions…) as a clue to the meaning of 
a word or phrase.

Step 1

Once again, project Early Mining Methods (Visual Aids #3–5). 
Ask students, “What do you think happened to the population 
in California after gold was discovered?” (It grew as many 
people came to California in search of gold.) Explain that gold 
soon became hard to find using the tools and methods early 
prospectors had used. Ask, “Where else could prospectors find 
gold? (In the mountains, deeper in the water and forests.) 

Explain to students that big mining companies started to 
come to California to find gold. Ask students, “Do you think 
big mining companies would use the same methods as the 
early individual miners used? Why or why not?” (Maybe, but 
they probably wanted to get more gold more quickly than you get 
working with one or two people.)

Once again, project Advanced Mining Methods (Visual Aids 
#12–13). Tell students that the large mining companies had new 
tools to get at the gold. Tell students that the large mining 
companies employed hundreds of miners and built huge sluices 
and flumes in the forests and river areas of Gold Country.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

SL.4.1d: Review the key ideas expressed and explain their own 
ideas and understanding in light of the discussion.

Step 2

Project Hydraulic Mining Operation (Visual Aid #14). Tell 
students that they are going to look at other photographs 
of these big mining operations and read about how they 
reached the gold. Explain that the large mining companies 
used “hydraulic” (water) technology and “mercury” to help get 
the gold out of the soil, and that these techniques made great 
piles of “tailings.”

Divide the class into eight groups and distribute one set 
of Hydraulic Mining Process (Information Cards #1–8) to 
each group. Redistribute the students’ individual Student 
Workbooks. Tell them to turn to Mining Comparisons 
(Student Workbook, pages 5–6).

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners…building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.

W.4.8: …gather…information from print and digital sources…
paraphrase, and categorize information…
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Step 2 (Continued):

Project each of the Early Mining Methods visual aids once 
again. Tell each group to carefully observe the photographs 
on the Hydraulic Mining Process information cards, and 
compare them to the early mining methods they saw on 
the visual aids. Have them record the differences they see 
between the early mining methods and the hydraulic mining 
on Part 1 of their individual copies of Mining Comparisons.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners…building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.

W.4.8: …gather…information from print and digital sources…
paraphrase, and categorize information…

Step 3

Distribute a Student Edition to each student. Once all of the 
students have completed Part 1 of Mining Comparisons, 
direct the groups to turn to Hydraulic Mining Process Pieces 
(Student Edition, pages 11–12). Tell the groups to divide the five 
readings among themselves, and have group members read 
aloud their pieces to the rest of the group, starting with Piece 
1 and ending with Piece 5. After reading each piece, group 
members should work together to answer the questions about 
it on Mining Comparisons.

Give the groups 20 minutes to complete this task.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners…building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.

W.4.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic 
and convey ideas and information clearly.

Step 4

When the groups finish the reading and questions, discuss 
their answers as a class.

■  ■ Were there differences in the number of men it took to 
mine in the new way? (Yes, one man could do panning, but 
the large mining operations needed whole teams of men.)

■  ■ How was the land changed when people used the new 
mining methods? Compare that to how the land was 
changed when people used the older methods. How 
was it the same? How was it different? (Panning disturbed 
the streams, but hydraulic mining knocked down whole 
mountainsides. The new operations created large piles of 
stones, sand, and soil.)

■  ■ Were there differences in the amount of timber that 
people needed to make the tools used in mining the 
new way? (Yes, panning itself did not require timber, but the 
flumes and sluices that were constructed by the large mining 
operations needed lots of timber. Forests were cut down to 
construct the flumes and sluices and to make bonfires so the 
miners could work at night.)

■  ■ Why did miners use mercury? (Miners used mercury to 
bond to the gold and make it easier to extract from dirt and 
rock particles.)

■  ■ Why was using mercury a problem? (The mercury went 
into lakes and rivers. It entered the food chain through the 
water and can still poison animals and humans.)

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners…building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.

a)	 Come to discussions prepared, having read or studied 
required material; explicitly draw on that preparation…to 
explore ideas under discussion.
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Step 5

Tell the students that at the time of the Gold Rush, people did 
not understand that mercury was so dangerous. It was used 
in many things—paint, metal dishes and cups, jewelry, and 
thermometers. (It is still used in some thermometers today.) 
Explain that once mercury gets into the soil or water, it harms 
the environment. Once it enters the body of an animal or a 
person, it does not come out.

Project Mercury in the Food Web (Visual Aid #15). Tell 
students to look at the food web and observe that the mercury 
passes from one level of the food web to the next.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

Step 6

Project Mercury in California’s Water (Visual Aid #16). Have 
students observe where the gold mines were located in relation 
to the water bodies with dangerous levels of mercury today. Ask 
students, “What does this map tell you about the influence of 
the Gold Rush?” (The influence continues even today. The mercury 
used in mining during the Gold Rush entered California’s rivers and 
streams, eventually traveling to the lakes and bays. Many of these 
lakes and bays still have mercury in them.) Tell students that more 
than 150 years later, the mercury that the miners used in their 
search for gold continues to require careful monitoring, guiding, 
and cleaning up when possible.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

SL.4.1d: Review the key ideas expressed and explain their own 
ideas and understanding in light of the discussion.

Step 7

Gather Student Editions and Hydraulic Mining Process 
information cards.

Collect Student Workbooks and use Mining Comparisons 
for assessment.

n/a
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Lesson 5: Flattening Mountains, Filling Valleys

Students participate in a simulated court case in which they learn how hydraulic 
mining affected communities and businesses near Gold Country and how an 
1884 court order ended hydraulic mining in California. They add to the Gold Rush 
Influences Chart.

Witnessing the Gold Rush
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Lesson 5 

Lesson 5

Flattening Mountains,  
Filling Valleys
In this lesson, students examine the effects of hydraulic mining on the livelihoods of other 

Californians and on the communities downstream of such operations in Gold Country. 
Through a courtroom simulation over the use of hydraulic mining, students learn about two 
other industries that “boomed” during the Gold Rush, and which the effects of hydraulic 
mining nearly destroyed: agriculture and shipping.

Students act as “witnesses” in the 
court case, giving testimony that 
describes the effects of the inten-
tional mountainside erosion as the 
mining companies pursue deep 
deposits of gold. Students take on 
the roles of farmers, miners, ship-
ping merchants, fishermen, and 

townspeople to understand the  
different perspectives on the use of 
hydraulic mining. They then learn 
about the historic decision to outlaw 
the practice of hydraulic mining in 
California. Students end the lesson 
by adding more observations to the 
Gold Rush Influences Chart.

Background
Hydraulic mining began in earnest 

after 1860. Miners directed power-
ful jets of water to wash hillsides into 
sluices that could separate the heavy 
gold from the dirt. The tailings, or 
debris, from the mining operations 
filled the streams and rivers, resulting 

Malakoff Diggings, former hydraulic mining site

in a reduced water capacity in the  
natural flood channels of the 
Sacramento Valley. In 1862, a mas-
sive flood on the Yuba River drained 
the largest hydraulic mining area. 
This flood left behind a thick sludge 
of sand and rock around Marysville, 
ruining some of the richest farmlands 
in the Central Valley.

At first, the farmers, manufacturers, 
and the rail and shipping merchants 
did not vigorously seek an end to 
hydraulic mining. These businesses 
depended on the mining for much 
of their business. Farms had become 
larger and richer selling food to the 
ever-increasing population of the 
Gold Country. Shipping merchants 

built bigger 
ships. They 
made fortunes 
hauling food, 
tools, and other supplies upstream to 
the mining camps and bringing gold 
and timber back downstream to the 
cities. The more gold and mining jobs 
there were, the better off the other 
industries in California seemed to be. 
Citizens and community authorities 
were reluctant to curtail operations, 
even as farmers watched debris 
destroy their lands, townspeople 
suffered floods, and shippers found 
river channels unnavigable.

However, the non-mining 
interests soon spoke out. The 
agricultural industry and the 
related inland shipping industry 
joined forces to put a stop to 

“hydraulicking.” Angry farmers, 
ranchers, townspeople, and outside 
interests, such as real estate 
developers, formed the Anti-Debris 
Association in 1878, and pressed 
for court action to close down the 
hydraulic mining industry. In 1884, 
the Ninth U.S. Circuit Court in 
San Francisco issued an injunction 
on the mining industry, known 
as “The Sawyer Decision.” This 
decision ruled that dumping debris 
violated common and statutory 
laws and interfered with commerce 
downstream. It effectively ended 
hydraulic mining in California.

| Key vocabulary

Injunction: A court order that 
requires somebody to do or stop 
doing something.

Levee: A raised bank beside a 
river formed naturally or built to 
control flooding.

Hydraulic mining debris in Yuba River

| Learning Objectives

Identify byproducts of the 
Gold Rush communities, and 
the mining and extraction 
practices that influenced the 
health of the natural systems 
in the surrounding areas (for 
example, the use of mercury in 
the refining process).

Examine how political and economic decisions made during the 
Gold Rush influenced the social, economic, political, and legal 
systems in local communities and in California as a whole.

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 100–101 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary Workbook and the vocabulary Word Wall 
Cards to introduce new words to students as appropriate. 

L.4.4: Determine…the meaning of unknown…words and 
phrases…

a)	 Use context (e.g., definitions…) as a clue to the meaning of 
a word or phrase.

Step 1

Project Hydraulic Mining Operation (Visual Aid #14). Ask 
students, “What were some of the effects of hydraulic mining?” 
(Large amounts of tailings filled the rivers, mountainsides were 
washed away, forests were cut down to build the flumes and 
sluices that were needed, mercury entered rivers and lakes.)

Tell the class that after a few years, the use of hydraulic mining 
caused anger and disagreements between the miners  
and farmers, merchants, and townspeople who lived along 
the rivers downstream from the large mining operations. Ask 
students, “Why might hydraulic mining have caused conflict?” 
(Hydraulic mining used many resources and damaged the land. 
It often redirected the water from where the farmers had gotten 
it. They probably fought over who owned the land and who was 
going to clean it up.)

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs…)…

SL.4.1d: Review the key ideas expressed and explain their own 
ideas and understanding in light of the discussion.

Step 2

Tell the class that today they are going to act out a court case 
about hydraulic mining. Explain to students that 10 of them 
will be “witnesses” in the case. The rest of them will act as the 
“jury” and decide what to do, so they must listen carefully to 
what the witnesses have to say.

Select 10 witnesses for the case. Have the witnesses sit in the 
10 chairs at the side (or front) of the room. Distribute one of the 
Viewpoints of Witnesses (Information Cards #9–18) to each 
witness. Explain to the witnesses that they will be reading their 
statements aloud to the “court.” Allow time for witnesses to 
silently read over their statements.

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners…building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.
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Step 3

Have the jury stay in their seats. Tell the jury that today they 
will be hearing a case involving hydraulic mining. They will 
hear testimony from the witnesses: farmers, merchants, 
townspeople, and miners. Some of the witnesses are “for” 
hydraulic mining and some of the witnesses are “against” 
hydraulic mining. Project The Debris Debate (Visual Aid #17).  
Explain that as each witness testifies, the class will take notes 
about the information the witness gives to the court. (Optional: 
Ask jury members to simply listen to the witnesses while you take 
notes on the visual aid for the class.)

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners…building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.

Step 4

Redistribute the students’ individual Student Workbooks. 
Tell them to turn to The Debris Debate (Student Workbook, 
page 7) and take notes on the information the witnesses 
present. (Note: Sample summaries of the witnesses’ testimonies 
are provided on The Debris Debate on page 110.) In order from 
1 to 10, have the witnesses stand and read their statements to 
the court. 

When all the witnesses have testified, ask jury members to 
share some of their notes. Record their observations on The 
Debris Debate. Next ask the jury whether they think hydraulic 
mining should be allowed to continue. Instruct them to 
discuss the testimony among themselves and to vote by secret 
ballot. Explain that the verdict will be based on the majority 
vote. Have each student cast their vote on a separate piece of 
paper. Have two students tally the votes and share the results 
with the class.

Thank the jury for their decision and ask the witnesses to “step 
down” and return to their desks. Collect the Viewpoints of 
Witnesses information cards as they do so.

SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…with diverse partners…building on others’ ideas 
and expressing their own clearly.

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information 
presented in diverse media and formats…

SL.4.3: Identify the reasons and evidence a speaker…provides 
to support particular points.

W.4.8: Recall relevant information from experiences…take 
notes, paraphrase and categorize information…

Step 5

Share the following facts with the class regarding what really 
happened with hydraulic mining:

■  ■ In 1878, angry farmers, ranchers, townspeople, and 
outside interests, such as real estate developers, joined 
to form the Anti-Debris Association and pressed for court 
action to close down the hydraulic mining industry.

■  ■ In 1884, the Ninth U.S. Circuit Court in San Francisco 
issued an injunction on the mining industry, ruling that 
dumping debris violated the law because it interfered 
with other businesses downstream.

■  ■ This injunction ended the practice of hydraulic mining  
in California.

Ask students for their thoughts about this decision. Ask them 
how California might be different today if this decision had not 
been made.

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information 
presented in diverse media and formats…

SL.4.3: Identify the reasons and evidence a speaker…provides 
to support particular points.
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Step 6

Call students’ attention to the Gold Rush Influences Chart. 
Read aloud the question in the fourth column, “How did new 
mining methods change California?” and write students’ 
answers underneath it on the chart. (Forests were cut down to 
supply timber for the mining operations; rivers and streams were 
changed, which affected the plants and animals living in them; 
and the tailings from mining left huge piles of stones, sand, and 
soil on the land and in the water. This affected the farmers and 
people wanting to travel by boat on the rivers. The debris had a lot 
of mercury in it. The mercury entered the food chain, where it is still 
found today. The court made hydraulic mining illegal in California.)

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information 
presented in diverse media and formats…

SL.4.3: Identify the reasons and evidence a speaker…provides 
to support particular points.

Step 7

Tell students to turn to Reaching a Decision (Student 
Workbook, page 8). Have them begin their work in class and 
complete Reaching a Decision for homework.

Keep the Gold Rush Influences Chart posted for use in 
Lesson 6.

Collect Student Workbooks and use Reaching a Decision 
for assessment.

RI.4.1: Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining 
what the text says explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text.

RI.4.2: Determine the main idea of a text and…summarize  
the text.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally or 
quantitatively…
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Lesson 6: The Transformation Begins

Students meet Mariano Guadalupe Vallejo through a historical reenactment and ask 
him questions about his experiences during and after the Gold Rush in California. 
They learn about some of the social and political changes he witnessed. They reflect 
upon the Gold Rush Influences Chart.

Witnessing the Gold Rush
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Lesson 6 

Lesson 6

The Transformation Begins
This final lesson previews the transformation of California’s towns and industries as the 

territory is granted statehood. Students examine how political and economic decisions 
made at the time of the Gold Rush influenced life in California for years to come.

A live presentation introduces  
students to Mariano Guadalupe Vallejo, 
a resident of California before, during, 
and after the Gold Rush. Students inter-
view Vallejo to learn how California 
changed as the Gold Rush ended.

At the end of the lesson, students 
add to the Gold Rush Influences 
Chart they have been building 
throughout the lessons and reflect 
upon what they have learned about 

the changes occurring in California 
at the close of the Gold Rush years.

Background
At the start of the Gold Rush, 

California was in political transi-
tion. The Mexican-American War was 
just ending, and California, previ-
ously part of Mexico, now belonged 
to the United States. The Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo made the resi-

dents, called Californios, U.S. citizens 
and guaranteed them the rights to 
their lands. However, these rights did 
not last long.

The Californios owned large 
ranchos that sold cattle hides and 
tallow. In 1850, 200 Californio fami-
lies owned about 14 million acres 
of land. Many people who came to 
California during the Gold Rush 
settled on rancho lands. These people 

Bird’s eye view of Sacramento, 1857

were called “squatters.” After the 
Gold Rush ended, arguments ensued 
over who owned these lands—the 
squatters or the Californios. The U.S. 
Congress passed the Land Act of 1851, 
ruling that the rancho owners had to 
prove that the land belonged to them 
in order to remove any squatters. 
This was difficult for many rancho 
owners because the Mexican govern-
ment operated on a different system 
of deeds, and concepts of boundaries 
and property rights, than the system 
established by the new government. 
The documents that identified the 
grants made to Californios were not 
precise and many referenced geo-
graphic and natural features that 
had changed or moved over time. 
As a result, most rancho lands were 
broken up and sold to the squatters, 
or taken over by the state.

One man who witnessed this time 
of transition was Mariano Guadalupe 
Vallejo. Born in Monterey, California, 
in 1808, Vallejo served in the mili-
tary of two governments. Vallejo also 

served as a delegate to the California 
Constitutional Convention held in 
Monterey in 1849. At the Convention 
he promoted the rights of Indians to 
vote, making California a “free state” 
(no slavery), and allowing women to 
own property. He also tried to influence  
the location of the new state capital, 
offering land in the city of Vallejo 
(named after him) and funding for 
capitol buildings. In the early years 

as a state, the 
location of the 
capital changed a 
few times. First, 
from Vallejo to Sacramento (1852), 
then back to Vallejo (1853), then to 
Benicia (1853–54), before 1854, when 
the government made Sacramento the 
permanent capital. 

Although Vallejo remained active 
in state politics—being one of our 
first state senators—he, too, saw 
his rancho holdings reduced from 
250,000 acres to a mere 300.

Squatter lodgings in San Francisco, 1849

| Key vocabulary

Californio: An early California 
colonist of Mexican or Spanish 
descent and their descendants.

Capital: A city that is the center of 
government for a state or country.

Citizen: A person who has certain 
rights in a country or state, 
including the right to live there.

delegate: A person chosen to act 
for or represent others.

Squatter: A person who lives on 
land or in a building without 
permission from the owner.

| Learning Objectives

Using the biographies of John 
Sutter, Mariano Guadalupe 
Vallejo, and Louise Clapp, 
describe how the quest for 
gold influenced the growth, 
development, and operation of 
new communities in various 
parts of California.

Describe how the changing 
resource production and 
consumption patterns in California during the Gold Rush resulted 
in the need for new laws, policies, and incentives regarding 
resource use and management.

Examine how political and economic decisions made during the 
Gold Rush influenced the social, economic, political, and legal 
systems in local communities and in California as a whole.

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on page 116 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary Workbook and the vocabulary Word Wall 
Cards to introduce new words to students as appropriate. 

L.4.4: Determine…the meaning of unknown…words and 
phrases…

a)	 Use context (e.g., definitions…) as a clue to the meaning of 
a word or phrase.

Step 1

Announce to the class that today they will have an important 
visitor, a person who lived in California before and during the 
Gold Rush. Tell students that they will find out about how 
California was changing because of the Gold Rush by asking 
this visitor some questions about his life.

Tell students that the visitor to their class today is a “Californio” 
who was a “citizen” of Mexico and then of the United 
States. Explain that he served as a general in the army of 
both countries and became a “delegate” to the California 
Constitutional Convention of 1849. He also saw his land taken 
away by “squatters.”

n/a

Step 2

Redistribute the students’ individual Student Workbooks. 
Tell them to turn to Student Questions for General Vallejo 
(Student Workbook, pages 9–10). As the students read 
over the questions quietly, bring the class visitor inside the 
classroom. Using Vallejo’s Account of the Golden State 
(Information Cards #19–26), have “General Mariano Guadalupe 
Vallejo” introduce himself to the class by reading aloud the 
Introduction on the first of the Vallejo’s Account of the 
Golden State information cards.

As “General Vallejo” reads the introduction, point out to 
students where Monterey and Sonoma are located on the 
Political wall map. Tell students to take notes on what General 
Vallejo says on the their copies of Student Questions for 
General Vallejo.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented…orally…

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information 
presented in diverse media and formats…

SL.4.3: Identify the reasons and evidence a speaker…provides 
to support particular points.
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Step 3

Tell students that they may now ask General Vallejo questions. 
Choose a student to ask Question 1 on Student Questions 
for General Vallejo. (General Vallejo should respond to the 
student’s question using information from Vallejo’s Account 
of the Golden State.)

Continue to call on students to ask General Vallejo questions 
from Student Questions for General Vallejo, and let him 
respond to the questions using Vallejo’s Account of the 
Golden State. Tell students to take notes on what General 
Vallejo’s says on the their copies of Student Questions for 
General Vallejo.

As General Vallejo mentions the names of other towns and 
places in California, point them out to students on the Human 
Geography wall map.

When all the scripted questions have been asked and 
answered, thank General Vallejo for coming to visit. Gather 
Vallejo’s Account of the Golden State information cards 
from General Vallejo.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented…orally…

SL.4.1c: Pose…specific questions to clarify or follow up on 
information, and make comments that contribute to the 
discussion and link to the remarks of others.

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information 
presented in diverse media and formats…

SL.4.3: Identify the reasons and evidence a speaker…provides 
to support particular points.

Step 4

After General Vallejo leaves, have students turn to What 
Vallejo Saw (Student Workbook, page 11). Direct them to 
complete the thought bubble describing what General Vallejo 
thought about the discovery of gold. Also, have the students 
write what they think about how General Vallejo saw the Gold 
Rush change California.

W.4.1d: Provide a concluding statement or section related to 
the opinion presented.

W.4.3b: Use dialogue and description to develop experiences 
and events or show the responses of characters to situations.

Step 5

Call students’ attention to the Gold Rush Influences Chart. 
Ask them to read over what changed in California because of 
the Gold Rush and describe some other things that changed in 
the state, based on what they learned from listening to General 
Vallejo. (The state capital moved from San Jose to Vallejo, and 
finally to Sacramento; land from ranchos was given to squatters; 
cattle ranching changed to wheat farming; California Indians lost 
their rights.)

Collect Student Workbooks and use What Vallejo Saw  
for assessment.

RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally, or 
quantitatively…and explain how the information contributes 
to an understanding of the text in which it appears.

SL.4.1c: Pose…specific questions to clarify or follow up on 
information, and make comments that contribute to the 
discussion and link to the remarks of others.

SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information 
presented in diverse media and formats…

SL.4.3: Identify the reasons and evidence a speaker…provides 
to support particular points.
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California Common Core State Standards Descriptions

Language Standards
■  ■ L.4.3: Use knowledge of language and its conventions when writing, speaking, reading, or listening.

a)	 Choose words and phrases to convey ideas precisely.

■  ■ L.4.4: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases based on grade 4 reading and 
content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies.

a)	 Use context (e.g., definitions, examples, or restatements in text) as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase.

c)	 Consult reference materials (e.g., dictionaries, glossaries, thesauruses), both print and digital, to find the pronunciation 
and determine or clarify the precise meaning of key words and phrases and to identify alternate word choices in all 
content areas. CA

Reading Standards for Informational Text
■  ■ RI.4.1: Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when drawing inferences 

from the text.

■  ■ RI.4.2: Determine the main idea of a text and explain how it is supported by key details; summarize the text.

■  ■ RI.4.3: Explain events, procedures, ideas, or concepts in a historical, scientific, or technical text, including what happened 
and why, based on specific information in the text.

■  ■ RI.4.4 Determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specific words or phrases in a text relevant to a grade 4 topic 
or subject area. (See grade 4 Language standards 4–6 for additional expectations.) CA

■  ■ RI.4.7: Interpret information presented visually, orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, diagrams, time lines, 
animations, or interactive elements on Web pages) and explain how the information contributes to an understanding of the 
text in which it appears.

■  ■ RI.4.10: By the end of year, read and comprehend informational texts, including history/social studies, science, and technical 
texts, in the grades 4–5 text complexity band proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end of the range.

Speaking and Listening Standards
■  ■ SL.4.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 

partners on grade 4 topics and texts, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.

a)	 Come to discussions prepared, having read or studied required material; explicitly draw on that preparation and other 
information known about the topic to explore ideas under discussion.

c)	 Pose and respond to specific questions to clarify or follow up on information, and make comments that contribute to the 
discussion and link to the remarks of others.

d)	 Review the key ideas expressed and explain their own ideas and understanding in light of the discussion.

■  ■ SL.4.2: Paraphrase portions of a text read aloud or information presented in diverse media and formats, including visually, 
quantitatively, and orally.

■  ■ SL.4.3: Identify the reasons and evidence a speaker or media source provides to support particular points. CA

Common Core Reference Pages
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Writing Standards
■  ■ W.4.1: Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view with reasons and information.

d)	 Provide a concluding statement or section related to the opinion presented.

■  ■ W.4.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas and information clearly.

b)	 Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other information and examples related to  
the topic.

■  ■ W.4.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique, descriptive details, and 
clear event sequences.

b)	 Use dialogue and description to develop experiences and events or show the responses of characters to situations.

e)	 Provide a conclusion that follows from the narrated experiences or events.

■  ■ W.4.4: Produce clear and coherent writing (including multiple-paragraph texts) in which the development and 
organization are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. (Grade-specific expectations for writing types are defined in 
standards 1–3 above.) CA

■  ■ W.4.8: Recall relevant information from experiences or gather relevant information from print and digital sources; take notes, 
paraphrase, and categorize information, and provide a list of sources.

Common Core Reference Pages


