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Purpose/Overview: 
Students will learn how human environment interaction has caused the Colorado River to 
become an endangered river. 
 
National Geography Standards (second edition) from Geography for Life 
Geographic Elements & Standards: 
The World in Spatial Terms –  

1.  How to use maps and other geographic representations, geospatial technologies, and 
spatial thinking to understand and communicate information 

Environment and Society –  
14. How human actions modify the physical environment 

 
Oklahoma Academic Standards for the Social Studies: 
Grade 6 World Geography: Western Hemisphere 
 
6.PALS1.C.7: 
Literacy Skills Standard 1:  The student will develop and demonstrate Common Core 
Social Studies reading literacy skills. 
 C.7. Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) 
 with other information in print and digital texts. 
 
6.PALS2.A.1.b: 
Literacy Skills Standard 2:  The student will develop and demonstrate Common Core 
Social Studies writing literacy skills. 
 A.1. Write arguments focused on discipline-specific content. 
           b. Support claim(s) with logical reasoning and relevant, accurate data and   
  evidence that demonstrate an understanding of the topic or text, using credible  
  sources. 
 
6.CS1.2: 
Content Standard 1:  The student will analyze data from a geographic perspective using 
the skills and tools of geography. 

2. Integrate visual information, draw conclusions, and make predictions from    
 geographic data and analyze spatial distribution and patterns by interpreting that data  
 as displayed on globes, graphs, charts, satellite and other forms of visual imagery   
 including data from bar and line graphs, pie charts, thematic maps, population   
 pyramids, climographs, cartograms, contour/relief maps, GIS systems and diagrams. 

 



6.CS3.1.A: 
Content Standard 3:  The student will examine the interactions of physical systems that 
shape the patterns of Earth’s surface. 

1. Integrate visual information in order to identify on a physical map and describe the 
major landforms and bodies of water of the Western Hemisphere including 
A. Bodies of Water: Mississippi, Colorado, MacKenzie, Rio Grande, and Amazon 

Rivers, Gulf of Mexico, Hudson Bay, Straits of Magellan and the Bering Strait, 
Atlantic, Pacific, Arctic, and Southern Oceans, the Great Lakes, and the concept 
of drainage systems and the Continental Divide. 

 
6.CS5.3.D: 
Content Standard 5:  The student will analyze the interactions of humans and their 
environment in the Western Hemisphere. 

3. Evaluate the effects of human modification of and adaptation to the natural 
environment including 
D.  Diversion of the Colorado River for irrigation and municipal water. 

 
Geographic Themes: 
 Location, place, human environment interaction and region 
 
Objectives: 

1. Students will discover why the Colorado River dries up before it reaches its mouth at the 
Gulf of California. 

2. Students will understand how adverse conditions can occur when humans modify the 
environment. 

3. Students will learn how damming and diverting the waters of the Colorado River affects 
the wildlife that depend on it for survival. 

 
Materials: 
PowerPoint “Colorado River Running Dry” 
Laptop computer and LCD Projector (or equivalent) 
Outline map “The United States, its Major Rivers and the Continental Divide” for each student 
      (included in lesson) (also see Resources) 
Colorado River Upper & Lower Basins map for each student (included in lesson) (also see 
 Resources) 
T-shirt pattern for each student (included in lesson) 
Colored markers or crayons 
Map pencils 
Pencils and paper 
The Nystrom Desk Atlas or comparable atlas for each student 
 
Time Frame:  2-3 class periods 
 
Procedures: 

1. Show PowerPoint “Colorado River Running Dry”. 



2. Interpret and analyze maps showing the course of the Colorado River as it meanders from 
its source in north central Colorado across seven states and Mexico to the Gulf of 
California (PowerPoint slides #5-8). 

3. Give students time to discuss the environmental issues depicted in each PowerPoint slide. 
4. While viewing PowerPoint slide #43 discuss the options for solving environmental issues 

of the Colorado River. 
5. Using an atlas as a guide, ask students to highlight the Colorado River and its tributaries, 

the Green River and the Gila River, on the outline map “The United States, its Major 
Rivers and the Continental Divide”.  Then have students label the following states and 
physical features on the map: 
 
Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, Nevada, Arizona, California, and New Mexico; and 
Gulf of California, Rocky Mountains, Lake Powell, Lake Mead, Grand Canyon,  
Colorado Plateau, Mojave Desert, and Sonoran Desert 
 
Using the “Colorado River Upper & Lower Basins” map, students should draw and label 

 the Upper Basin and the Lower Basin.  Then label the following cities:   
 
 Cheyenne, Denver, Salt Lake City, Moab, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, San Diego, Phoenix, 
 and Albuquerque 
 

6. Assign students any or all of the following activities: 
a. Give students T-shirt patterns. Instruct them to design a T-shirt around the theme of 

saving one of Colorado River wildlife seen in the PowerPoint.  Display T-shirts on a 
"clothesline" in the classroom. 

b. Draw illustrations depicting before and after human environment interaction on the 
Colorado River. 

c. Instruct students to write a poem or paragraph personifying the Colorado River or a 
wildlife that depends on the river.  Include expressions of thoughts, feelings, and 
reactions to human’s changing the environment. 

d. Create cartoon frames, like a cartoon strip in a newspaper, portraying environment 
changes made by humans as seen through the eyes of the Colorado River wildlife.  
Draw the cartoons on 2½ inch wide strips of paper. 

e. Divide the class into groups of two.  Ask each partner to write a descriptive paragraph 
about something that humans have done to change the Colorado River environment.  
Then have the partners exchange paragraphs and draw an illustration of what the 
other one described. 

 
Assessment: 

1. Completed map of the Colorado River 
2. Colorado River wildlife T-shirt designs 
3. Before and after illustrations  
4. Wildlife personification paragraph 
5. Colorado River environmental cartoon strips 
6. Descriptive paragraphs and illustrations 

 



Resources: 
Print 
Smithsonian Magazine, October 2010, “Running Dry”, pages 70-75 
 
Internet 
The Colorado River Runs Dry 
www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/The-Colorado-River-Runs-Dry.html	
	
Colorado River Basin Maps 
http://www.crwua.org/river-map/basin-map 
 
Map: The United States, its Major Rivers, and the Continental Divide 
http://alliance.la.asu.edu/maps/USRIVCD.pdf 
 
A Sacred Reunion: The Colorado River Returns to the Sea 
http://voices.nationalgeographic.com/2014/05/19/a-sacred-reunion-the-colorado-river-
returns-to-the-sea/ 
 
Colorado River Reaches the Sea of Cortez 
http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/blogs/earthmatters/2014/05/22/colorado-river-reaches-
the-sea-of-cortez/ 
 
Extension and Enrichment: 

1. Write a letter of concern about the endangered Colorado River to the President or to 
Oklahoma's members of the United States Senate and House of Representatives. 

2. Research to find out what the food chain is in the Colorado River.  Then illustrate a food 
chain of Colorado River wildlife. 

3. Research other rivers in the United States or world to find what environmental issues are 
occurring. 

 
Connections: 
Science 
History 
Reading 
Writing 
Art 
 



http://alliance.la.asu.edu/maps/USRIVCD.pdf	
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Colorado River Upper & Lower Basins 

www.crwua.org/ColoradoRiver/RiverMap.aspx 

*Moab 



	

	



	


