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In this magazine, 
readers will learn 
about key uses of 
the world’s major 
rivers. Faces: 
Rivers of the 
World includes 
information about 
the cultures and 

ecosystems supported by rivers and how 
humans have impacted rivers over time.
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How does a burgeoning world population 
threaten the health of our river systems?
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Using This Guide

We invite you to use this magazine as a flexible teaching tool, ideal for providing 
interdisciplinary instruction of social studies and science content as well as core literacy 
concepts. Find practical advice for teaching individual articles or use a mini-unit that helps 
your students make cross-text connections as they integrate ideas and information.  

READ INDIVIDUAL ARTICLES PAGES 4 – 13

Each article in this magazine is well-suited for teaching literacy concepts and content area knowledge. For each 

individual article in this guide, you’ll find the following:

Prepare to Read
CCSS Speaking and Listening 1, 2, 4

Writing/Speaking and Listening
CCSS Writing 1, 2, 3 & 6

CCSS Speaking and Listening 1, 2, 4

Content Concepts
C3 Framework for Social Studies 

Next Generation Science Standards

TEACH A MINI-UNIT PAGES 15-17

Magazine articles can easily be grouped to make cross-text 

connections and comparisons. Our Mini-Unit allows students 

to read and discuss multiple articles and integrate ideas and 

information (CCSS.Reading.9). Discussing multiple articles 

(CCSS.Reading.9) prepares students to write texts to share and 

publish in a variety of ways (CCSS.Writing.2).

Key Vocabulary 
CCSS Reading 4

ARTICLES

SOCIAL 
STUDIES

CORE 
LITERACY

Close Reading and Text Analysis
CCSS Reading 1-10

Essential Question
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Skills and Standards Overview

Essential Question: How does a burgeoning world population threaten the health of our river 
systems?

MAGAZINE  
ARTICLES

CORE CONTENT 
CONCEPT

LITERACY  
SKILLS

CORRESPONDING CCSS 
ANCHOR STANDARDS

Rivers: The Source of Life
Expository Nonfiction

There may be multiple causes 
and effects of events and 
developments in the past. 

•	 Close Reading
•	 Determine Author’s Tone
•	 Evaluate Evidence
•	 Write a Speech

Reading 1, 2, 3, 4 & 8
Writing 1

South America’s Mighty 
Amazon
Expository Nonfiction

Geographic features may inhibit 
or facilitate the movement of 
people. 

•	 Close Reading
•	 Analyze Text Structure
•	 Analyze Visual 

Information
•	 Debate a Topic

Reading 1, 2, 3, 5 & 7
Speaking & Listening 1 & 3

The Nile: Lifeblood of East 
Africa
Expository Nonfiction

Physical characteristics of 
places affect the culture of 
people living there. 

•	 Close Reading
•	 Analyze Point of View
•	 Evaluate Evidence
•	 Write a News Article

Reading 1, 2, 3, 6 & 8
Writing 2

Swimming for Clean Water
Expository Nonfiction

Individuals may shape 
significant historical change. 

•	 Close Reading
•	 Analyze Word Choice
•	 Interpret Visual 

Information
•	 Write a Letter

Reading 1, 3, 4 & 7
Writing 2

River Rival: Transforming the 
Thames
Expository Nonfiction

Changes in population 
distribution patterns result in 
changes in land use. 

•	 Close Reading
•	 Analyze Text Structure
•	 Evaluate Evidence
•	 Write and Perform a Play

Reading 1, 2, 3, 5 & 8
Writing 3
Speaking & Listening 1 & 6

The Mekong River: Who 
Owns the Water?
Expository Nonfiction

Human activities affect 
the physical and cultural 
characteristics of places or 
regions. 

•	 Close Reading
•	 Interpret Figurative 

Meaning
•	 Determine Author’s Tone
•	 Collaborate

Reading 1, 2, 3, 4 & 6
Speaking & Listening 1

A River for Millions: The 
Ganges
Expository Nonfiction

Combinations of cultural and 
environmental characteristics 
make places similar to and 
different from each other.

•	 Close Reading
•	 Analyze Text Structure
•	 Interpret Visual 

Information
•	 Write and Present a 

Commercial

Reading 1, 3, 5 & 7
Writing 2
Speaking & Listening 1 & 6

China’s Great Duo
Expository Nonfiction

Combinations of cultural and 
environmental characteristics 
make places similar to and 
different from each other. 

•	 Close Reading
•	 Analyze Word Choice
•	 Evaluate Evidence
•	 Write a Travel Blog

Reading 1, 3, 4 & 8
Writing 1

The Monkey and the 
Crocodiles: A River Tale 
from Cameroon
Fable/Play

A place’s oral traditions reflect 
cultural elements. 

•	 Close Reading
•	 Analyze Point of View
•	 Analyze Word Choice
•	 Write a Fable

Reading 1, 2, 3, 4 & 6
Writing 3

Comparing Texts: Reading 1, 2 & 3

Mini-Unit: Reading 1, 2 & 3; Writing 2; Speaking & Listening 1
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ARTICLE: Rivers: The Source of Life
Magazine pages 8-11, Expository Nonfiction     

WRITING
Write a Speech  Imagine you have been asked by a national science organization to 

give a speech on the importance of rivers to the earth’s inhabitants. Write a speech 

outlining your position. Be sure to cite evidence from the text.

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•	 List the main purposes rivers serve. After each purpose, give an example of this 

use mentioned in the article.  CCSS Reading 1

•	 	Summarize what you learned about thermoelectric and hydroelectric plants. 

Use terms from the text in your summary.  CCSS Reading 2 

•	 Use details from the text to compare/contrast the river systems of 

industrialized and impoverished countries.  CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

•	 Determine Author’s Tone  Look at the two paragraphs on page 9 beginning 

with “Rivers also provide food and nutrients...” How does the author feel 

about the dam system? How do you know? Why does the paragraph 

discussing the flooding of the Nile use the past tense? What is inferred?  CCSS 

Reading 6

•	 Evaluate Evidence  The title of the article calls rivers “The Source of Life.” 

Does the author provide sufficient information to support this claim?   

CCSS Reading 8

PREPARE TO READ

Show students a physical map of ancient Egypt and ancient Mesopotamia. 

Explain that these areas witnessed the emergence of some of the world’s first 

complex civilizations. Hypothesize why they developed there. 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
How does a burgeoning 
world population threaten 
the health of our river 
systems? 

KEY VOCABULARY
irrigation (p. 8)  to supply 

(something, such as land) with water 

by using artificial means (such as 

pipes)

parasite (p. 8)  an animal or plant 

that lives in or on another animal or 

plant and gets food or protection 

from it

divert (p. 10) to change the 

direction or use of something

Science  Besides the production of 
electricity, in what other ways has 
the power of water been harnessed 
over time? 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  There may be 
multiple causes and effects of events 
and developments in the past. 

CORE CONTENT

Civilizations have depended on rivers since ancient 

times. With their ability to provide water, food, and 

transportation, cities built along rivers have been 

sought-after locations. Today’s rivers are suffering from 

contamination and other man-made issues that must be 

contained if we want a healthy river system in the future. Le
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RIVERS: THE  SOURCE OF LIFE    
 

 

Why did the world’s greatest ancient civilizations such as 

the Mesopotamians and Egyptians choose river locations for 

their cities? The answer is simple. They depended on rivers 

for their survival. Rivers provided them with food, water, 

transportation, and irrigation. Thousands of years later, little 

has changed. Today, people still rely on the world’s rivers to 

provide all these things.

By Christine Graf

In the United States, rivers and streams provide 

two-thirds of the country’s drinking water. Water 

undergoes a filtration process after being pumped 

from dams that are constructed to collect water from 

rivers. Although people who live in industrialized 

nations have access to clean, filtered water, those 

living in impoverished countries and remote 

villages often do not. Many people drink water 

that is collected directly from rivers, and it is often 

contaminated with parasites and bacteria. Almost 800 

million people have no access to clean drinking water, 

and millions (many of them children) die each year 

from drinking contaminated water. 

In addition to quenching the world’s thirst, rivers 

also provide an important source of food.  

Like most of the world’s great civilizations, ancient 
Egypt thrived along the banks of a river. 

a99

RIVERS: THE  SOURCE OF LIFE    
Thousands of species of fish live in rivers, 

and people rely on these fish for survival. In 

developing nations, fish is often the major 

source of protein in the diet. Fishing is also the 

only source of income for many who live in 

poverty. 

Rivers also provide food and nutrients 

for animals that live both in and out of the 

water. Complex food chains exist in rivers, 

and they are vital to maintaining the balance 

of the earth’s ecosystem. Many of these food 

chains have been negatively impacted during 

the building of the world’s more than 40,000 

dams. Dams affect the quantity and timing of 

water flow, block fish migrations, and hold back 

sediments that flow downstream and replenish 

ecosystems with vital nutrients and minerals. 

When rivers flood, they leave behind a 

fertile layer of sediment called silt that is rich 

in minerals and more fertile than normal soil. 

The silt left behind by the annual flooding of 

the Nile River allowed the ancient Egyptians 

to grow productive crops of wheat and barley 

along the banks of the river in a desert climate.

In addition to providing sediment, rivers 

provide water vital to the production of the 

food supply. Agriculture consumes more 

than half of the world’s fresh water. Without 

irrigation systems that remove water from rivers 
Women wash clothes in a river in Sao Tome in West Africa. 



5 Faces: Rivers of the World © February 2017

ARTICLE: South America’s Mighty Amazon
Magazine pages 12-15, Expository Nonfiction     

SPEAKING AND LISTENING

Debate a Topic  Is the clearing of rainforests by humans necessary? Use details from 

the text to help formulate your opinion. Then debate your opinion with a classmate.

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•	 Use details from the text to infer why this area would include some of the 

world’s least developed and most biologically diverse areas on earth.   

CCSS Reading 1

•	 	List the primary details supporting the main idea of the article.  CCSS Reading 2

•	 Create a list of cause/effect relationships in the “At Risk” section of the article.  

CCSS Reading 3

Craft and Structure

•	 Analyze Text Structure   Use chronology from the “What’s in a Name” section 

to create a timeline summarizing the Amazon’s history.  CCSS Reading 5

•	 Interpret Visual Information  What additional information can be learned by 

analyzing the accompanying photos? Draw conclusions about the climate, 

occupations, and daily life of the indigenous people.  CCSS Reading 7

PREPARE TO READ

Ask students to summarize what they know about rainforests, their importance 

to an ecosystem, and what threatens them. Encourage students to explore the 

relationship between rivers and rainforests. 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
How does a burgeoning 
world population threaten 
the health of our river 
systems? 

KEY VOCABULARY
tributary (p. 12)  a stream that 

flows into a larger stream, a river or 

a lake 

salinity (p. 12) the amount of salt 

contained in a solution

deforestation (p. 14) the act or 

result of cutting down or burning all 

the trees in an area 

Language Arts  Write a myth 
explaining how the Amazon warriors 
crossed the ocean from Greece to 
South America. 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Geographic 
features may inhibit or facilitate the 
movement of people. 

CORE CONTENT

The Amazon River is the second longest river in the world, 

but it has the largest watershed of any river. Flowing 

through the Amazon Rainforest, the Amazon River basin 

is home to many unique plants, animals, and indigenous 

people, all of whom are threatened by deforestation. 
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The mightiest river in the world, the 

Amazon contains one-fifth of the world’s 

fresh flowing water. It also has more tributaries 

than any other river on the planet. About 1,000 

streams and small rivers empty into it. 

An Amazing Waterway 
The Amazon is one of the world’s longest rivers, 

second only to the Nile in Africa. Beginning with 

streams in the Andes Mountains in Peru, the 

Amazon flows 4,000 miles eastward through 

Colombia and Brazil to the Atlantic Ocean. 

Throughout its course, the river usually ranges 

from about one to six miles wide. During the 

annual flood season, it can swell to as much as 

20 miles wide in some areas. It is also one of 

the deepest rivers, reaching 300 feet deep in a 

number of areas. In addition, the Amazon has 

the largest watershed of any river in the world. 

Water from Brazil, Peru, Colombia, Ecuador, 

Bolivia, and Venezuela drains into the Amazon. 

By the time the river reaches its mouth, 

there is so much water traveling with so much 

force that it sends a huge plume of fresh water 

into the Atlantic Ocean. Because fresh water 

is lighter than salt water, the fresh water rises 

above the salt water and changes the color and 

salinity of the surface of the Atlantic Ocean for 

about 250 miles off the coast of Brazil. 

What a Place! 
The river is also important because it flows 

through the Amazon rainforest, the largest 

tropical rainforest in the world. Some of the 

least developed and most biologically diverse 

areas on earth are located here. The jungle is 

by Paula Neely

south america’s 
mighty amazon

Throughout its course, the Amazon usually 
ranges from about one to six miles wide.

13

very dense, and remote areas can be reached 

only by boat and hiking trails. Some parts have 

never been explored. 

Home to some of the planet’s most amazing 

and unusual birds, fish, reptiles, insects, and 

animals, the Amazon rainforest has the largest 

collection of plant and animal species in the 

world. Brightly colored macaws, parrots, and 

toucans, as well as monkeys, poison dart 

frogs, anacondas, and jaguars live here. In the 

water, you’ll find pink dolphins, piranhas, and 

thousands of other fish and marine creatures. 

The rainforest is also known for the 

medicinal value of its plants and trees. 

Information about their healing powers has 

been passed from generation to generation 

of native people for thousands of years. 

By learning what the natives know and 

discovering new species, researchers hope 

to find clues that will help them develop  

cures for diseases that affect people throughout 

the world. 

At Risk
Unfortunately, the wildlife and the culture of 

the indigenous people who live in the rainforest 

are at risk. Large sections of the forest have 

been destroyed by logging and land clearing for 

road and railway construction, farming, cattle 

ranches, and other development efforts. As the 

rainforest is destroyed, plant and animal species 

are dying and becoming extinct. The clearing of 

trees has also led many native people, who rely 

on the rainforest for their food and shelter, to 

change their way of life or move away. As they 

disappear, their ancestors’ lessons may be lost 

forever. 

To help protect the native groups and 

their territories, the Brazilian government has 

established Indian reserves throughout the 

rainforest. The government’s Indian foundation, 

FUNAI, also conducts flyovers to monitor tribal 

by Paula Neely

south america’s 
mighty amazon

The Amazon watershed is home to a diverse array of wildlife.

Because of annual flooding, houses are built on stilts.

People have lived in the Amazon region for at least 11,000 years.
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ARTICLE: The Nile: Lifeblood of East Africa
Magazine pages 16-19, Expository Nonfiction     

WRITING

Write a News Article We tend to think of flooding in negative terms. Write a news 

article explaining that there are both positives and negatives of flooding. Also 

explain how people living in frequently flooded areas prepare for floods. 

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•	 Based on facts from the article, draw conclusions about the population density 

around the Nile and issues that might arise because of this.  CCSS Reading 1 

•	 Use details from the article to summarize how the Nile is the “lifeblood” of East 

Africa.  CCSS Reading 2

•	 	Describe the relationship between the Nile and ancient Egyptians. Use facts 

from the article to help define this relationship.  CCSS Reading 3

Craft and Structure

•	 Analyze Point of View   Determine why the Egyptian government would 

authorize the construction of Aswan Dam. Who would oppose the 

construction? Why?  CCSS Reading 6

•	 Evaluate Evidence  Peruse the section entitled “Which River is Longer?”. 

Based on the evidence presented, which river do you think is the longest? 

How can this issue be resolved?  CCSS Reading 8

PREPARE TO READ

Instruct students to locate the Nile River on a map of Africa. Trace its 

tributaries. Discuss the importance of a major river in this geographic region. 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
How does a burgeoning 
world population threaten 
the health of our river 
systems?  

KEY VOCABULARY
silt (p. 17) sand, soil, mud, etc., 

that is carried by flowing water and 

that sinks to the bottom of a river, 

pond, etc.

sediment (p. 17) material that 

sinks to the bottom of a liquid 

reverence (p. 17) honor or 

respect that is felt for or shown to 

someone or something

History What developments and 
discoveries from ancient Egypt do we 
benefit from today? 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Physical 
characteristics of places affect the 
culture of people living there. 

CORE CONTENT

The Nile River is made up of two main tributaries: 

the White Nile and the Blue Nile. Most famous for its 

connectedness to ancient Egypt, today the Nile continues 

to play a major role in the livelihoods of East Africans. 
Le

xi
le

 S
co

re
: 1

38
0

16 

by Todd Tuell

The Nile:
When we think of the Nile River, most of 

us immediately conjure up images of a 

slow flowing river running northward through 

the vast desert sands of Egypt, between banks 

lined with exotic palms, moving past temples 

and pyramids, finally emptying into the 

Mediterranean Sea. 

Although we think first of Egypt, throughout 

history the Nile has also been a very important 

water source to many other countries in East 

Africa including Ethiopia, Zaire, Kenya, Uganda, 

Eritrea, Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi, Congo, 

Sudan, and South Sudan.

As the Nile flows through Egypt, we picture 

it as a single long river. In fact, it is made up 

of source waters from two tributaries  — other 

rivers that feed a larger river. The White Nile, 

which begins at Lake Victoria (Africa’s largest 

lake), merges with the Blue Nile at Khartoum, 

Sudan, before flowing into Egypt. Although the 

Blue Nile provides more water, the White Nile is 

longer and therefore is considered the primary 

stream.

The Nile has been the lifeblood of East 

Africa since the earliest Egyptian civilization 

developed along the river’s banks around 5,000 

B.C. In a desert that sees almost no rainfall, the 

Nile is the only source of water for humans, 

animals, and crops. With so little rain and the 

poor nutrients in the sandy terrain of the Sahara 

Desert, without the Nile it would be almost 

impossible to grow crops. 

However, heavy summer rains in the 

mountainous areas in the upstream areas of the 

  
Lifeblood of East Africa

The predictable, well-timed flooding of the Nile encouraged the development of a great civilization. 

17

The Nile: Nile bring floods between June and September 

each year. The Nile overflows into farmlands, 

providing water to irrigate new crops. 

The flooding doesn’t just bring necessary 

water to make agriculture possible. The river’s 

water also carries black silt eroded from the 

highlands to the south. It deposits this rich soil 

along the flooded areas providing nutrients for the 

crops. In fact, the Ancient Egyptians called the river 

Aur or Ar (a word meaning “black”) because of the 

color of the sediment.

Early Egyptians grew wheat for food, flax to 

make linen clothing, and papyrus for paper, baskets, 

and rope. With such fertile agricultural land along 

the Nile banks, it’s no wonder that ancient Egypt 

became such a dominant civilization in the area. 

The Nile also provided this empire with an 

efficient means of transportation between the   
Lifeblood of East Africa

major cities that lined the river. Military troops 

could be quickly moved throughout the empire. 

Additionally, trade flourished from Alexandria 

on the Mediterranean coast to Memphis (near 

present-day Cairo) and to Thebes in the Valley 

of the Kings far to the south.  Experts believe 

that the Nile was used to move massive blocks 

of special granite on barges from quarries in the 

far south called "Syenite" [Sy-uh-night] over a 

thousand miles downstream to build temples 

and palaces and even the famous pyramids of 

Giza.

Because their everyday life depended on 

the Nile, ancient Egyptians developed a religious 

reverence for this life-giving river. They gave 

thanks for the blessings of the floods to the 

god Hapi. When viewed in relationship to the 

movement of the sun, the east bank came to 

Fishermen work the waters of the Nile. 
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ARTICLE: Swimming for Clean Water
Magazine pages 20-21, Expository Nonfiction     

WRITING

Write a Letter  Assume you are a swimmer like Martin Strel. Write a letter to a 

foreign government introducing yourself and your mission. List what precautions 

you will take, your credentials, and how your swim will benefit the nation. 

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•	 Use details from the text to create a T-chart listing the rivers Strel has swum 

and what makes them so polluted.  CCSS Reading 1

•	 Refer to details from the article that help you conclude why Strel meets with 

government, military, and police officials prior to swims.  CCSS Reading 1

•	 	How has Strel personally felt the effects of polluted water? Cite facts from the 

article in your answer. What could this mean on a greater scale?  CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

•	 Analyze Word Choice  Reread the description of the Mississippi River’s dead 

zone. Why is this an appropriate name? How does the author’s description 

help present a mental image?  CCSS Reading 4 

•	 Interpret Visual Information  What additional information can be learned by 

analyzing the accompanying photos? Draw conclusions about the difficulty of 

Strel’s swims.  CCSS Reading 7

PREPARE TO READ

Show students an image of a polluted waterway. Ask students if they would 

voluntarily swim at such a site. Why/why not? Discuss what dangers might 

exist within the waters. 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
How does a burgeoning 
world population threaten 
the health of our river 
systems?  

KEY VOCABULARY
sewage (p. 20)  waste material 

(such as human urine and feces) that 

is carried away from homes and other 

buildings in a system of pipes

industrial waste (p. 21) the 

waste produced by industrial activity 

which includes any material that is 

rendered useless during a manufacturing 

process such as that of factories, 

industries, mills, and mining operations 

dialysis (p. 21) the process of 

removing some of a person’s blood, 

cleaning it, and then returning it to the 

person’s body 

Math  Use details mentioned in the 
article to find Strel’s average miles 
per day in each river. Determine 
factors that would make this average 
vary from river to river. 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies Individuals may shape 
significant historical change. 

CORE CONTENT

By swimming the length of the world’s most polluted 

rivers, Martin Strel hopes to raise awareness about the 

plight of our rivers and to promote “peace, friendship, and 

clean water.” Each river poses its own dangers, but Strel 

continues to pursue his dream of a world with clean rivers. 
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Martin Strel knows a thing or two about 

rivers. The 62-year-old has been 

swimming in them since he was a young 

boy growing up in Slovenia. Although 

he holds five world records in marathon 

swimming, he is best known for using his 

sport to raise awareness of water pollution. 

After years of swimming in dirty water, 

he decided he had to do something. Strel 

says he began to swim to promote “peace, 

friendship, and clean water.” He hopes to see 

environmental laws strengthened and strictly 

enforced.

As part of his quest, he has swum in 

many of the world’s most famous rivers. 

In 2000, he conquered Europe’s second 

longest river, the Danube. He swam 1,866 

miles (3,003 km) in 58 days and set a world 

record for distance swimming. The Danube 

is heavily polluted from sewage and years of 

unregulated industrial dumping.

In 2002, Strel tackled 2,360 miles (3,798 

km) of the Mississippi River in 68 days. The 

Mississippi is one of the most polluted rivers 

in the United States, and industries dump 

millions of pounds of toxic chemicals into the 

river each year. Its mouth leads into the Gulf 

of Mexico and is so polluted with sewage and 

fertilizer that it is called the dead zone. This 

zone covers more than 6,000 square miles 

(15,500 square km), and is devoid of oxygen 

and marine life. Strel became so sick by the 

end of his Mississippi swim that he had to be 

hospitalized for three days.

by Christine Graf

swimming for clean waterswimming for clean water
by Christine Graf

Martin Strel swam the Danube 
to highlight how pollution is 
affecting the river. 
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Two years later, he traveled to China’s 

heavily polluted Yangtze River. More than 25 

billion tons of sewage and industrial waste 

are dumped into the river each year. He 

swam 2,487 miles (4,002 km) of the Yangtze 

in 51 days, and the river water made him 

so sick that he could barely walk at the end 

of each day. For the last three weeks of his 

swim, he received daily blood transfusions at 

local hospitals. After completing the swim, 

he underwent several days of dialysis for liver 

damage. According to Strel, “The Yangtze 

almost killed me.” 

In 2007, he swam 3,274 miles (5,269 

km) of the Amazon River in 66 days. Most 

of the pollution in the Amazon comes from 

mercury used in gold mining and oil leaks 

from poorly maintained boats. The pollution 

was not significant enough to sicken Strel, 

but he was attacked by piranhas, infected by 

tropical diseases, blistered by the sun, and 

plagued by dehydration. He lost 42 pounds 

and was so weak that he couldn’t feed 

himself and had to be carried in and out of 

the water. 

Much advance planning goes into each 

one of Strel’s swims, and he must meet with 

government, military, and police officials ahead 

of time. Before swimming the Amazon, he met 

with elders and shamans to ask permission 

to swim in the most sacred parts of the river. 

Strel travels with a support staff that includes 

his son, doctors, security providers, and news 

reporters. They travel behind him on a boat 

and are never far from his side. 

Strel plans to keep on swimming for 

peace, friendship, and clean water, but he 

would prefer to do it in the ocean. Sadly, the 

world’s rivers are simply too dirty. “Everyone 

would like to go swimming in clean water,” 

says Strel. He dreams of a day when that will 

be possible for people around the world.

FAST FACTS:
• Sponsors offset the cost of Strel’s trips.

• Strel’s support boat was attacked by pirates on 

the Amazon, but his security staff was able to 

scare them away.

• Strel burns 600-700 calories per hour when 

swimming. He is overweight and says that his 

body relies on his stored fat during his grueling 

swims.

swimming for clean waterswimming for clean water
Martin Strel receives medical 

attention after completing his 
swim of the Amazon. 
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ARTICLE: River Rival: Transforming the Thames
Magazine pages 22-25, Expository Nonfiction     

WRITING

Write and Perform a Play  Take a light-hearted look at the events of the 1858 British 

Parliament. What conversations may have occurred behind those closed curtains? 

Write a play about these events and encourage classmates to perform it. 

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•	 Use details from the text to create a flow chart of events that led to the 

creation of London’s law to clean up the Thames.  CCSS Reading 1

•	 Summarize how the Thames went from one of the most polluted rivers to one 

of the cleanest rivers. Cite specific details from the article.  CCSS Reading 2

•	 	Create a list of cause/effect relationships mentioned in the article.   

CCSS Reading 3

Craft and Structure

•	 Analyze Text Structure  The author uses a chronological text structure. Make a 

graphic representation of the information by making a timeline.  CCSS Reading 5

•	 Evaluate Evidence  Have London and its lawmakers learned from the past? 

Evaluate evidence in the article supporting your answer. Is the evidence 

presented both relevant and sufficient?  CCSS Reading 8

PREPARE TO READ

Ask students to hypothesize about the condition of the world’s rivers in pre-

Industrial Revolution days (late 1700s). In what ways may they have been in 

better condition? Worse condition? 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
How does a burgeoning 
world population threaten 
the health of our river 
systems? 

KEY VOCABULARY
emanate (p. 22)  to come out 

from a source 

ferment (p. 22)  to go through a 

chemical change that results in the 

production of alcohol 

divert (p. 23)  to change the 

direction or use of (something)

Science  Habitats were created in 
the Thames to encourage animal 
life. Where and how could you 
rehabilitate a section of land or 
stream to encourage animal life? 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Changes in 
population distribution patterns 
result in changes in land use. 

CORE CONTENT

The Thames River passes through the center of London, 

England. Since the mid 1800s, London’s increased 

population has led to pollution problems in the Thames. 

A combination of laws, technology, and activism continue 

to work at keeping the Thames River a viable aquatic 

environment. 
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The summer of 1858 was not a good time 

to be living in London. It was the year of 

the “Great Stink,” and the city smelled terrible. 

In an effort to cover up the smell, curtains in 

the British Parliament building were doused 

with a mixture of chloride and lime. When that 

didn’t work, Britain’s supreme legislative body 

had no choice but to cancel all government 

meetings.

The smell that brought the city to its 

knees emanated from the Thames River, a 

river that flows through the heart of London 

and empties into the North Sea. The river was 

a dumping ground for human, animal, and 

industrial waste, and it had become one of the 

most contaminated rivers in the entire world. 

The summer’s heat wave caused the waste to 

ferment, and this generated a smell that was so 

bad that people were unable to leave their homes. 

It was because of the Great Stink that the 

British government finally did something to 

address the Thames River’s pollution problem. 

After years of ignoring public outcry over the 

condition of the river, it took Parliament just 

18 days to create, pass, and sign into law a bill 

that was designed to clean up the Thames. 

Government critics noted that Parliament’s 

“proximity to the source of the stench” spurred the 

members into action in a way that “many years of 

argument and campaigning had failed to do.”

The Thames was relatively clean in the early 

1800s, but London’s exponential population 

growth caused a tremendous increase in sewage 

— sewage that flowed directly into the Thames. 

by Christine Graf

River Revival: Transforming the Thames 

The Thames running under the Tower Bridge creates a picture perfect scene, but the river is not without its issues. 

23

The people of London got their drinking water 

from the river, and contaminated water caused 

many deaths. Four outbreaks of cholera killed 

approximately 40,000 people in the mid-1800s. 

After Parliament passed the Thames 

reformation bill, a new sewage system was 

built in London. The project took 20 years 

to complete and was recognized as one of 

the century’s greatest engineering feats. New 

sewage pipes were installed throughout the city 

to divert rainwater and sewage downstream 

where it could more easily flow out to sea. Four 

sewage pumping stations and two treatment 

facilities were also built. 

After the system’s completion, the Thames 

began to recover from years of abuse and 

neglect. But by the 1950s, the river was once 

again in peril. World War II bombings caused 

significant damage to the city’s sewer system 

which was already stretched past capacity by 

London’s ever-increasing population. Sewage 

was once again flowing into the Thames at an 

alarming rate.

In 1957, the river was declared “biologically 

dead” and was described as a “vast, foul-smelling 

drain.” Because the breakdown of sewage uses 

up oxygen, virtually no fish were able to survive 

in the Thames. A 12-mile (20 km) stretch of the 

river was completely devoid of oxygen. 

The government was once again forced 

to step in to save the river. Improvements and 

repairs were made to the city’s sewer system 

in the 1960s, and environmental laws were 

enacted and enforced beginning in the 1970s. 

These laws restricted the amount of industrial 

waste and chemicals that could be released 

into the river. They also regulated the use of 

pesticides and fertilizers that washed into the 

river during heavy rainfalls. Ecological habitats 

were created, concrete pilings and other barriers 

to fish movement were removed or redesigned, 

and reed beds were planted. Reed beds filter 

water pollutants and provide an important 

habitat for fish, birds, and mammals.

Now, more than 125 species of fish and 

400 invertebrates live in the mud, water, and 

riverbanks of the Thames. It went from being 

one of the dirtiest rivers in the world to one of 

the cleanest. But that doesn’t mean the fight to 

preserve the Thames is over.  London’s sewer 

systems were not designed to serve the city’s 

current population of more than 8 million,  

The Thames running under the Tower Bridge creates a picture perfect scene, but the river is not without its issues. 

A litter trap is used to gather 
trash from the Thames. 
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ARTICLE: The Mekong River: Who Owns the Water?
Magazine pages 26-27, Expository Nonfiction     

SPEAKING AND LISTENING

Collaborate  The title and closing sentence pose questions. Work in groups to offer 

possible answers. Then reconvene as a class to share ideas.

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•	 Locate the three biggest threats to the Mekong River mentioned by the author.  

What details are offered in support of each threat?  CCSS Reading 1

•	 	What is the theme of this article? What details support your answer?  CCSS 

Reading 2

•	 Use details from the text to compare/contrast the people living in this region 

based on this statement: “The river is a source of new opportunity and wealth for 

some, and a meager living and means of survival for most.” CCSS Reading 3  

Craft and Structure

•	 Interpret Figurative Meaning  The opening sentence contains similies. Analyze 

the meanings of these and apply them on a larger scale: which people or 

governments might be the lions? The kittens?  CCSS Reading 4

•	 Determine Author’s Tone  How does the author feel about dam construction 

along the Mekong? Cite words the author uses to determine tone.  CCSS Reading 6

PREPARE TO READ

Ask students to brainstorm a list of challenges countries might face if they 

share river access vs. having sole access to a river and its resources. What steps 

would need to be taken to ensure equal access to it by two or more groups? 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
How does a burgeoning 
world population threaten 
the health of our river 
systems?  

KEY VOCABULARY
biodiversity (p. 26) the variety 

of life in the world or in a particular 

habitat or ecosystem

commerce (p. 26) activities that 

relate to the buying and selling of 

goods and services 

spawning ground (p. 27)  a 

place where animals (such as fish or 

frogs) go to lay eggs 

reservoir (p. 27)  a usually 

artificial lake that is used to store 

a large supply of water for use in 

people’s homes, in businesses, etc.

History  Conduct research into 
the history of this region between 
1957-1990 to find out what made it 
difficult for the Mekong Development 
Committee to work. 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Human activities 
affect the physical and cultural 
characteristics of places or regions. 

CORE CONTENT

The Mekong River flows through several countries, all of which 

depend on it to provide a livelihood for millions of people. 

The building of dams, deforestation, and climate change 

are wreaking havoc on the Mekong and the ecosystem. 

Determining how these countries can work together for a 

common solution is a question left unanswered. 
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by Cyndy Hall

The Mekong River can roar like a lion with 

the power of an avalanche or can purr like a 

sleeping kitten. The Mekong is among the fastest 

rivers in the world and is the 11th longest river at 

more than 2,700 miles in length. It’s the longest 

river in Southeast Asia and a critical source of 

livelihood for more than 60 million people. Dams 

along the river, climate change, and deforestation 

are radically changing the use, health, and 

access to the water. The river is a source of new 

opportunity and wealth for some and of meager 

living and means of survival for most.

The River and Its 
People
The Mekong River starts in the mountains of 

the Tibetan Plateau and crashes through China’s 

sparsely populated Yunnan province. The river 

crosses China’s border and flows into an area of 

southeast Asia called the Golden Triangle where 

three countries meet: Myanmar (formerly called 

Burma), Laos, and Thailand. The river meanders 

through Cambodia and southern Vietnam to a 

The Mekong River: 

by Colette Weil Parrinello

Who Owns the Water?     

delta of streams and rivers, known as the Mekong 

Basin, and flows into the China Sea. The Mekong 

Basin is one of the richest areas in biodiversity in 

the world, second only to the Amazon. The river 

is home to the largest inland fishery in the world. 

Eighty percent of the 60 million people who 

live in the Lower Mekong region, many of whom 

are the poorest in the world, depend on the river 

and its tributaries for food and livelihood. This 

area of the river is the deepest, wide enough for 

ships, and busy with boat traffic for travel and 

commerce. 

Controlling the Water
The governments of Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, 

and Vietnam formed the Mekong Development 

Committee in 1957. The goal of the committee is 

to work together to make the most of the river’s 

resources. Unrest in the area prevented them 

from doing much until the 1990s. 

China and Myanmar joined in the 1990s. 

China is not a full member and was the first 

to build huge hydropower dams on the Upper 

A boater and his heavily loaded boat travel along the Mekong. 
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The Mekong River: 

Who Owns the Water?     

Mekong. Six dams have been built, and more 

are under way. China has no duty to inform its 

downstream neighbors of its actions. The dams 

cut the river’s water flow, severely impacting 

downstream countries and drastically decreased 

the fish supply. The other countries fear China’s 

growing control over water. 

The river is at its lowest level in 100 years. 

China is not the only country building dams 

and making money from selling and using the 

hydropower. Other countries have built dams on 

the river’s tributaries. More than 11 major new dams 

are scheduled — Cambodia has two in the works, 

and Laos has another nine planned. Many more are 

planned on the Mekong’s tributaries. Construction 

has displaced thousands of people who make their 

living on the river. They lack education and skills 

and now must earn cash to pay for necessities 

such as homes and food, whereas before, the land 

provided for them. 

Seventy percent of commercial fish species 

migrate long distances. Dams will stop the fish 

from reaching their spawning grounds, causing 

a collapse of fisheries. The dams block the 

sediment that flows down the river that has made 

the Mekong Delta a nutrient rich, fertile region. 

The dams’ reservoirs would flood over half of all 

riverbank gardens and threaten farmlands where 

millions have made their homes and livings.  

Climate Change and 
Deforestation
As if dams weren’t enough to alter the Mekong 

River, climate change is upending the weather 

pattern of the region. The Greater Mekong 

is suffering more extreme weather such as 

higher temperatures, torrential rainfalls, longer 

droughts, more intense tropical storms, and 

higher water levels. People in the low-lying 

delta areas are experiencing decreased crop 

yields and food supplies, new crop pests, and 

changes in water movement. The rising sea 

level is threatening coastal and tidal wetland 

communities. 

The countries of the Mekong River each 

claim the river for economic survival and 

use it to modernize. But the dams, climate 

change, and deforestation are causing serious 

environmental and social damage to the land 

and people. No one country owns the river. 

One country’s river use affects another. How 

can the countries work together to keep the 

Mekong and its people prospering?

 

Colette Weil Parrinello is a frequent writer for 

children’s magazines and is a co-regional 

advisor for the Society of Children’s Book 

Writers and illustrators.

FAST FACTS:  
• One out of three people 

in Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, 

and Vietnam live in the lower 

Mekong River Basin. 

• Houses in Cambodia are 

built on stilts so people can live 

above the Mekong waters during 

the rainy monsoon season. 

A boater and his heavily loaded boat travel along the Mekong. 

Eighty percent of the 60 million people who live in the Lower 
Mekong region depend on the river for food and livelihood. 
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ARTICLE: A River for Millions: The Ganges
Magazine pages 28-31, Expository Nonfiction    

WRITING

Write and Present a Commercial  Conduct short research into the Sundarbans 

region. Write a 30-second commercial to communicate the importance of this 

region and why it is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Present your commercial to the 

rest of your class.

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•	 List the reasons the Ganges River is at risk and what’s being done to 

preserve it.  CCSS Reading 1 

•	 Cite information from the text explaining why Hindus dip themselves in the 

Ganges. CCSS Reading 1

•	 	Use details from the text to describe the relationship between the population 

of India and the Ganges River.  CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

•	 Analyze Text Structure The text uses a descriptive text structure. What other 

text structure could the author have used? Why? CCSS Reading 5 

•	 Interpret Visual Information  The photos accompanying this article reiterate 

one of the main points which sets the Ganges apart from many other 

rivers. What is it? How do the photos illustrate this point? What additional 

information can you gather?  CCSS Reading 7

PREPARE TO READ

Ask students to share what they know about the importance of water to 

different religions. How is it thought of? How is it used? 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
How does a burgeoning 
world population threaten 
the health of our river 
systems? 

KEY VOCABULARY
mythology (p. 28)  ideas that are 

believed by many people but that are 

not true 

purify (p. 28)  to free someone 

from guilt or evil thoughts 

mangrove (p. 29) a tropical tree 

that has roots which grow from its 

branches and that grows in swamps 

or shallow salt water 

tannery (p. 30)  a place where 

animal skins are tanned and made 

into leather 

stagnant (p. 31)  not flowing 

Math  The article says that 10% of the 
world’s population depends on the 
Ganges River. Conduct research on 
the world’s population estimates to 
determine the number of people that 
number represents. 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Combinations 
of cultural and environmental 
characteristics make places similar to 
and different from each other. 

CORE CONTENT

India’s Ganges River is considered a holy river by the 

Hindu religion. Because of this, many festivals and 

ceremonies are held in its waters. Along with pollution 

from sewage and industrial waste, these factors have 

greatly impacted the cleanliness of the Ganges. 
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It flows for 1,560 miles (2,510 km), from the 

Himalayan mountains to the Bay of Bengal, 

draining much of the country of India. But 

the Ganges River is much more than a body 

of water that moves through India. It is a vital 

water resource for one billion people. It is also 

considered a holy river for the Hindu religion 

and has helped the development of many new 

civilizations, beginning as early as the third 

century B.C. 

Mother Ganga
Hindus believe the Ganges has the ability 

to release dead souls from endless rebirth if 

their cremated ashes are spread in the water. 

This comes from the mythology about Ma 

Ganga, or Mother Ganga, a god who could 

have lived in heaven but chose instead to 

live on earth to purify the souls of everyone 

she encountered. Because of the river’s 

important religious role, many festivals 

and ceremonies take place in its waters. 

Gangasagar Mela is a festival that takes place 

in mid-January that celebrates Ganga’s 

descent from heaven. More than a half 

million Hindus dip themselves in the water 

during this festival to purify their souls. There 

are many special holy places where people 

immerse themselves in the river to receive 

purification or blessings.

River Origins
The Ganges starts out as five separate 

streams that originate on the Indian side of 

the Himalayas. These five streams become 

two major streams, the Alaknanda and the 

A River for Millions: The Ganges 

by Marcia Amidon Lusted

Oil lamps are used as an 
offering to the Ganges River. 
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A River for Millions: The Ganges 

Bhagirathi, which finally unite to become 

the Ganges. Many of the places that these 

streams and the river itself flow through are 

also considered sacred to the Hindu religion, 

including a meltwater glacial cave in the 

mountains and the Haridwar plain in lower 

India.

A Changeable River
The river itself is changeable. From April 

through June, its waters rise with the melting 

snow from the Himalayas. From July through 

September, it receives more water from 

the heavy rains of the monsoon season. Its 

water levels also change as more and more 

tributary rivers join it. However, when the 

river passes through the West Bengal region, 

it becomes sluggish, although there are 

areas where monsoon rains will add three 

feet to the water level and surround houses, 

which are built on stilts for this reason. The 

Ganges has also shifted its course over time, 

especially with the deposits of sediment that 

have created a delta where the river meets 

the sea. The sediment deposits are actually 

creating new land, known as chars, and new 

islands. Part of the delta region is made up 

of tidal mangrove forests and swampland. 

This region, known as the Sundarbans, is 

protected by India and Bangladesh, and is a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site. It is known for 

its man-eating tigers, crocodiles, and marsh 

deer.

A man prays as he bathes in the Ganges. 

Route of the Ganges
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ARTICLE: China’s Great Duo
Magazine pages 38-40, Expository Nonfiction     

WRITING

Write a Travel Blog  You work for a Chinese tourism bureau. Write an online travel 

blog about both rivers that would persuade tourists to visit the areas. Be sure to cite 

details from the text in your blog entry.

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•	 Use details from the text to sketch the different landscapes the Yangtze River 

flows through.  CCSS Reading 1

•	 What unique distinction does the Yellow River hold? Support this with facts 

mentioned in the text.  CCSS Reading 1

•	 Compare/contrast the Yangtze and Yellow Rivers. Cite information from the 

article to support your comparisons.  CCSS Reading 3

Craft and Structure

•	 Analyze Word Choice  The author includes a Chinese saying about the Yellow 

River: If you fall into the Yellow River, you’ll never get clean again! How do you 

think this saying came to be? What effect does it have?  CCSS Reading 4 

•	 Evaluate Evidence  China’s rivers have been impacted by both humans and 

the environment. Locate examples of each of these and evaluate the evidence 

listed in support of them. Is the evidence sufficient?  CCSS Reading 8

PREPARE TO READ

Show students a physical map of China. Have students locate these 

geographic features: Gobi Desert, Himalayan Mountains, Tibetan Plateau, 

Yangtze and Yellow Rivers. Ask students to predict how the rivers’ origins 

close to deserts might affect the rivers. 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
How does a burgeoning 
world population threaten 
the health of our river 
systems?  

KEY VOCABULARY
ravine (p. 38)  a small, deep, 

narrow valley 

gorge (p. 39) a deep, narrow area 

between hills or mountains 

dikes (p. 40) a bank or mound 

of earth that is built to control water 

and especially to protect an area from 

flooding (a levee)

Science How do ocean tides affect 
river levels? Conduct short research 
into this concept. 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Combinations 
of cultural and environmental 
characteristics make places similar to  
and different from each other. 

CORE CONTENT

China has two main rivers: the Yangtze and the Yellow 

River. Flowing from west to east, these rivers have 

encouraged agriculture and industry for thousands of 

years. Both are now threatened by extreme pollution. Even 

China’s drinking supply is endangered. 
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The Yangtze River divides China into north 

and south — geographically, historically, and 

culturally. Asia’s longest river and the world’s 

third longest river, it served as the country’s 

principal means of transportation until the first 

railroads were built in the 19th century. Today, 

this waterway, which the Chinese call “Long 

River,” remains an important east-west water 

artery. 

Across Golden Sands 
The Yangtze, which sometimes is spelled 

Yangzi, begins as a modest stream that flows 

from melting glaciers near Mount Gelandong on 

the high Tibetan Plateau in far western China. 

The water plunges from the plateau and thrusts 

furiously through remote mountain ravines in 

an area called “Golden Sands.” Originally, the 

Yangtze flowed south, but, over time, mountains 

rose and blocked the route leading through 

Vietnam. Consequently, the river made an 

abrupt hairpin turn, first north, then south, and 

finally toward the northeast to the East China 

Sea. 

On its journey of 3,988 miles, the river 

receives water from 700 tributaries and lakes. 

The Yangtze is wider and slower moving 

when it arrives at Yibin in the Sichuan Basin. 

For centuries, rich soil and plentiful river water 

for agriculture and fishing encouraged dense 

population growth in this area. Important 

cities flourished along the river, including 

Chongqing, which has been a major trade port 

for more than 2,000 years. The city is now a 

thriving industrial center as well, with a steadily 

increasing population.  

China’s Great Duo 

The Yangtze runs through 
downtown Chongqing, China. 

by Gloria W. Lannom

39

 

Maneuvering the Gorges 
From Chongqing, the Yangtze forces its way 

150 miles through the narrow widths of the 

sharply towering Three Gorges. Renowned for 

its beautiful landscape and dangerous, fast-

moving waters over treacherous underwater 

limestone rocks, this area changed radically 

when the Three Gorges Dam, the world’s largest 

hydroelectric power station, was completed in 

2006. While the dam produces electricity, the 

reservoir stores water to help control heavy 

seasonal flooding downstream. 

From here to the sea, the river rises and falls 

with the ocean tides. Traveling farther eastward, 

the Yangtze flows slowly and in a wide swath 

through fertile valleys punctuated by streams, 

canals, and lakes. This agricultural heartland 

has produced important foodstuffs since the 

sixth century A.D. Rice, tea, salt, tung nut oil, 

and other products were shipped to the capital 

of Beijing on the manmade Grand Canal that 

connected to the Yangtze on its way north. 

Slightly to the north of Shanghai, the Yangtze 

divides into a delta as it channels around 

Chongming, an island formed by the build-

up of river silt, and enters the East China Sea. 

Although Shanghai was a late starter, it is now 

China’s largest port and an international trading 

giant with a modern river bridge and tunnel. 

Muddy Waters 
The Yellow River, known to the Chinese as 

Huang He, also flows easterly from the Tibetan 

Plateau for 3,396 miles, and empties into the 

Bohai Gulf of the East China Sea. Its name 

derives from the yellow color of the silt it 

carries. China’s second longest river and the 

world’s sixth longest, the Yellow River is also the 

world’s muddiest. There is a Chinese saying: “If 

you fall into the Yellow River, you’ll never get 

clean again!” The Yellow River plays a vital role 

in agriculture along the northern plains, where 

grains, soybeans, and other crops depend not 

just on its waters but also on the layers of rich 

mud it regularly delivers. The mud, however, 

has a major downside. Sandbars and silt-laden 

waters make navigation difficult. As gale-force 

windstorms blow across the Gobi Desert, they 

gather huge volumes of dust and sand. The 

The Yellow River is the 
muddiest river in the world.
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ARTICLE: The Monkey and the Crocodiles
Magazine pages 42-45, Fable/Play    

WRITING

Write a Fable  What if the villagers had been wrong about what was on the other 

side of the river? Change the ending to continue the fable. What will the monkey 

learn? What will the villagers learn? 

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•	 	Use details from the play to describe the main characters’ characteristics,  

strengths and flaws. What drives all of the animals?  CCSS Reading 1 

•	 Determine the moral of the fable. Cite evidence from the characters’ 

interactions that support the moral.  CCSS Reading 2

•	 Describe the relationships of the villagers/crocodiles/monkey to the river. How 

did they view the river from what the fable reveals?  CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

•	 Analyze Word Choice  The author adds only one stage direction. Why? What 

other directions do you feel would be helpful? How does a lack of stage 

direction leave room for dramatic interpretation?  CCSS Reading 4

•	 Analyze Point of View  What is the narrator’s point of view on the crocodiles? 

Cite details from the text to support your answer. CCSS Reading 6

PREPARE TO READ

Ask students to summarize what they know about fables. Then give students 

the opportunity to brainstorm pairs of animals they’ve read about in fables 

(lion and mouse, tortoise and hare, etc.). Ask what they notice about the pairs. 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
How does a burgeoning 
world population threaten 
the health of our river 
systems?  

KEY VOCABULARY
plantation (p. 42) a large area 

of land, especially in a hot part of the 

world where crops (such as cotton) 

are grown 

Science  Research the habitats of 
monkeys and crocodiles. What makes 
Cameroon a fitting setting for this 
fable? Which countries might have a 
similar fable? 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  A place’s oral 
traditions reflect cultural elements. 

CORE CONTENT

A monkey needs to cross a swiftly flowing river to reach 

the best bananas in the land. Since he is unable to swim, 

he must come up with a plan to have crocodiles help him, 

while their intent is to eat him. 
Le
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A RIVER TALE FROM CAMEROON
RETOLD BY PAT BETTELEY • ILLUSTRATED BY JIA LIU  

CHARACTERS: Narrator 1, Narrator 2, Villager 1, Villager 2,  
Monkey, Crocodile 1, Crocodile 2, and Crocodile 3

Narrator 1: Once upon a time, there was a small village near a very wide river. The villagers 

often dreamed about what lay on the other side of the swiftly flowing waters.

Villager 1: Ah, the bananas that grow on the plantation on the other side of the river are THE 

BEST bananas in all the land.

Villager 2: Yes, and plentiful. It is said there are more bananas on the plantation than there are 

fish in the river.

Monkey: I would like to have some of those excellent bananas for myself.

Narrator 1: So the monkey packed his bag and set out to find THE BEST bananas in all the 

land. When he came to the very wide, swiftly flowing river, he stopped.

Monkey: I cannot swim. How will I cross?

Narrator 2: The monkey thought and thought and thought. Finally, he came up with a brilliant 

plan. Soon the monkey spied a crocodile swimming in the river.

Monkey: Brother crocodile, what a fine day for swimming in the river. Is everything good with 

you?

Crocodile 1: Oh yes, it is a fine day. I am a very happy crocodile.

Monkey: I am pleased to hear it.
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Crocodile 1: (with a crocodile grin) Perhaps you would like to join me so we can enjoy this 

fine day together?

Narrator 2: But the monkey was very wise. He knew that if he set one foot in the river, the 

crocodile would immediately eat him.

Monkey: Swim with you? I would love to my brother. But, it does not seem fair that we should 

have all the fun. Perhaps you could invite your entire family?

Crocodile 1: That is a fine idea.

Crocodile 2: Yes, a very good idea. We will all swim together.

Crocodile 3: I agree. It will be a great day, indeed!

Monkey: Excellent, my brothers. How many are there in your family? I like to know  

how many I will be swimming with.

Crocodile 2: Oh, there are many.

Crocodile 3: Yes, we are a VERY big family.

Crocodile 1: So big that nobody can count us all.

Monkey: What a happy chance! It just so happens that I can count very well.  

What if I count each of you? Then we will know how many of you there are.

Crocodile 2: A monkey who can count?
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CROSS-TEXT CONNECTIONS

COMPARING TEXTS

SYNTHESIZE: Guide students to compare articles they read. Help students find the 
connections between pieces of information in multiple articles. Use prompts, such as the 
following examples, to have students work together to Integrate Ideas and Information 
(CCSS.Reading.9).

•	 	Human populations have had a huge impact on the world’s river systems. Gather 
information from across texts to create a cause/effect chart showing how humans 
have used rivers over time and the ultimate consequences of use. From the 
information you gather, identify where the problem lies: is it how people use rivers, 
the number of people using the rivers, or a combination of these?

•	 Rivers around the world offer something unique to local inhabitants as well as visitors 
to a region. Compare information from multiple sources to create a T-chart listing the 
major rivers and what a person can expect to see and do there.

•	 	According to the United Nations, each year “more people die from unsafe water 
than from all forms of violence, including war.” How can we ensure the safety of 
the world’s drinking water? Gather information from multiple articles to learn how 
drinking water has become unsafe. Make a bulleted list of global initiatives you feel 
should be enacted to ensure that all people have access to clean water.

•	 	Use information from multiple articles to create a 3D model showing the effects of 
pollution on rivers and their ecosystems OR design a sketch of a device that could be 
used to curb river pollution (i.e. the skimmer boats used on the Thames River).

•	 Several articles mentioned animals unique to a river system. Many of these animals 
are now endangered. Choose one of these animals and create a poster showing its 
habitat and what threatens it. Give interesting facts about life span, offspring, and 
interaction between the species and humans.

Faces: Rivers of the World © February 2017
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In this mini-unit, students will work in groups to create board games about the world’s 
major rivers. Each game will focus on an individual river and will educate players about the 
cultures and ecosystems surrounding the river as well as what threatens the river.

EXPLORATORY LEARNING - FLEXIBLE MINI-UNIT DESIGN

MINI-UNIT

ENGAGE READ FOR A 
PURPOSE APPLY

ENGAGE: Engage students in the topic of Rivers of the World by referring to the graphic 
organizer below. Note how all the outer circles are connected to the center circle. What 
relationship is being represented? Discuss what students know about rivers around them 
and the role they play in a community. Lead students to consider the Essential Question: 
How does a burgeoning world population threaten the health of our river systems?

Food 
Source

Water 
Supply Rivers Trade &

Transportation

Habitat

Faces: Rivers of the World © February 2017
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READ FOR A PURPOSE  
INTRODUCE THE ACTIVITY: Tell students that for the culminating activity of this mini-
unit they will be working in groups to create board games featuring the major rivers of 
the world.

RETURN TO THE TEXT: Before students can begin working on their board games, they 
must first gather information. As a class, read “Rivers: The Source of Life” on page 8 of 
the magazine. Then break students into groups. Either assign each group to one of the 
rivers below or allow groups to choose.

Amazon River: “South America’s Mighty Amazon” (p. 12-15)

Nile River: “The Nile: Lifeblood of East Africa” (p. 16-19)

Thames River: “River Rival: Transforming the Thames” (p. 22-25)

Mekong River: “The Mekong River: Who Owns the Water?” (p. 26-27)

Ganges River: “A River for Millions: The Ganges” (p. 28-31)

Yangtze River: “China’s Great Duo” (p. 38-40)

Yellow River: “China’s Great Duo” (p. 38-40) 

Hand out the Graphic Organizer (p. 18 of this guide). Instruct students to complete the 
graphic organizer while reading their specific article. This information is to appear in 
some way on their game boards.

MINI-UNIT (cont.)

Faces: Rivers of the World © February 2017
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APPLY 
RIVERS OF THE WORLD BOARD GAME: Now that students have revisited  
the text and gathered information about their river(s), they are ready to create 
their board games.

MINI-UNIT (cont.)

MATERIALS:

•	 Poster board or craft paper (each group needs this for the game board and a 
spinner)

•	 Markers/crayons

•	 Game pieces (coins, buttons, etc.)

•	 Paperclips and brads to construct a spinner (dice would also work)

STEP 1: PLAN IT 

Hand out the graphic organizer on page 19 of this guide. Discuss the content 
the groups must decide on before constructing the game. Groups may choose 
if they want to assign specific tasks to each group member.

STEP 2: SKETCH IT 
Once groups have basic components, instruct them to do a rough sketch of 
their game board on the back side of the graphic organizer (p. 19). Remind 
them that all pertinent information from the graphic organizer must be 
included in some way on the game board.

STEP 3: CONSTRUCT IT 
Instruct groups to gather their needed supplies and construct their game.

STEP 4: PLAY IT 
Once groups have constructed their games, have group members play them.  
Allow time for self-reflection and peer analysis. What components do they like 
about the game? What would they change? What else could the game help players 
learn about the river(s)?

STEP 5: SWITCH THINGS UP 

Encourage groups to switch games. (Also give groups the PLAN IT graphic 
organizer to accompany the game since it lists the object of the game and rules 
of play.) What did groups learn about different rivers?

Faces: Rivers of the World © February 2017
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NAME: _________________________

RIVERS OF THE WORLD: GRAPHIC ORGANIZER

NAME OF ARTICLE:_________________________________________________________

LOCATION OF RIVER:________________________________________________________

GEOGRAPHIC FEATURES OF THIS AREA:

WHO/WHAT INHABITS THIS RIVER AND SURROUNDING AREAS?

THREATS TO THE RIVER AND SURROUNDING ECOSYSTEM:

WHAT IS BEING DONE TO PRESERVE AND PROTECT THE RIVER AND ITS  
ECOSYSTEM?

Faces: Rivers of the World © February 2017
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NAME: _________________________

RIVERS OF THE WORLD GAME BOARD: PLAN IT

EQUIPMENT NEEDED:

OBJECT OF THE GAME:

RULES OF PLAY: 

AUTHORS: NAME OF THE GAME: NUMBER OF  
PLAYERS:

Faces: Rivers of the World © February 2017
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Meeting State and National Standards:  
   Core Instructional Concepts

The articles in this magazine provide a wealth of opportunities for meeting state and national 
instructional standards. The following pages contain charts listing Core Instructional Concepts 
for each of three curricular areas: English Language Arts, Science, and Social Studies. 

USING THE STANDARDS CHARTS

ELA  
Corresponding CCSS anchor standards have been listed next to each item on the Core 
Instructional Concepts chart. To customize the chart, add your own grade, state, or district 
standards in the last column. Match the concepts and standards from the chart to the 
activities on each page of the Teacher’s Guide to complete your lesson plans.
 

SOCIAL STUDIES  
Content Concepts in each Article Guide are based on Dimension 2 of the CS Framework 
for Social Studies: Applying Disciplinary Concepts and Tools. Use the last column in the 
accompanying chart to correlate these concepts to your state or district standards.
 

SCIENCE  
Content Concepts in each Article Guide are drawn from the Three Dimensions of the Next 
Generation Science Standards. You will also find connections to these concepts within 
individual close-reading questions.
 

MATH  
Content Opportunities for math activities are provided in the Cross-Curricular extensions on 
each Article Guide page.

Appendix
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   CORE INSTRUCTIONAL CONCEPTS:  
READING, LITERATURE, AND LANGUAGE ARTS

SKILLS AND CONCEPTS CCSS ANCHOR 
STANDARD

CORRESPONDING 
STANDARD

KEY IDEAS AND DETAILS 

Read closely to determine what a text says explicitly. Reading 1

Make logical inferences to determine what the text communicates 

implicitly.
Reading 1

Cite specific textual evidence to support conclusions drawn from the 

text. 
Reading 1

Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze their 

development.
Reading 2

Summarize key supporting details and ideas. Reading 2

Analyze how individuals, events, and ideas develop and interact over 

the course of a text. 
Reading 3

CRAFT AND STRUCTURE  

Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text. Reading 4

Determine technical, connotative, and figurative meanings. Reading 4

Analyze how specific word choices shape meaning or tone. Reading 4

Analyze the structure of texts (sequence, cause/effect, compare/

contrast, problem/solution)
Reading 5

Recognize the genre, key elements, and characteristics of literary texts. Reading 5

Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a 

text. 
Reading 6

Analyze how an author’s style and tone affects meaning. Reading 6

INTEGRATION OF KNOWLEDGE AND IDEAS

Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse media and formats. Reading 7

Identify and evaluate the argument and claims in a text. Reading 8

Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes or topics. Reading 9

WRITING
Write arguments to support claims, using valid reasoning and relevant 

and sufficient evidence. 
Writing 1

Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex 

ideas and information clearly and accurately.
Writing 2

Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events. Writing 3

Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, 

reflection, and research.
Writing 9

Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects. Writing 10
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CORE INSTRUCTIONAL CONCEPTS:  
SOCIAL STUDIES

C3 INQUIRY ARC 
DIMENSION 2: APPLYING DISCIPLINARY CONCEPTS AND TOOLS

STATE OR 
DISTRICT 
STANDARD

CIVICS
Analyze the origins, functions, and structure of different governments and the origins and 

purposes of laws and key constitutional provisions.

Summarize core civic virtues and democratic principles.

Evaluate policies intended to address social issues.

ECONOMICS

Evaluate the benefits and costs of individual economic choices.

Analyze economic incentives, including those that cause people and businesses to specialize 

and trade.

Explain the importance of resources (i.e. labor, human capital, physical capital, natural 

resources) in methods of economic production.

Explain the functions of money in a market economy.

Explain the importance of competition in a market economy.

Apply economic concepts (i.e. interest rate, inflation, supply and demand) and theories of how 

individual and government actions affect the production of goods and services.

Analyze economic patterns, including activity and interactions between and within nations.

GEOGRAPHY
Construct and use maps and other graphic representations (i.e. images, photographs, etc.) of 

different places.

Explain cultural influences on the way people live and modify and adapt to their environments.

Analyze places, including their physical, cultural and environmental characteristics and how 

they change over time.

Analyze movement of people, goods, and ideas.

Analyze regions, including how they relate to one another and the world as a whole from a 

political, economic, historical, and geographic perspective.

HISTORY
Interpret historical context to understand relationships among historical events or 

developments. 

Evaluate historical events and developments to identify them as examples of historical change 

and/or continuity.

Analyze perspectives, including factors that influence why and how individuals and groups 

develop different ones.

Evaluate historical sources, including their reliability, relevancy, utility, and limitations.

Analyze causes and effects, both intended and unintended, of historical developments.
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CORE INSTRUCTIONAL CONCEPTS:  
SCIENCE

DIMENSION 2: CROSSCUTTING CONCEPTS

Dimension 2 provides an organizational schema for integrating and interrelating knowledge from different science 

domains. The eight NGSS Crosscutting Concepts are as follows:

•	 Patterns

•	 Similarity and Diversity

•	 Cause and Effect

•	 Scale, Proportion, and Quantity

•	 Systems and System Models

•	 Energy and Matter

•	 Structure and Function

•	 Stability and Change

DIMENSION 3: DIMENSIONS AND DISCIPLINARY CORE IDEAS

Dimension 3 presents a contained set of Disciplinary Core Ideas to support deeper understanding and application of 

content. The following chart details Core Ideas for curriculum, instructional content, and assessments within four domains.

LIFE SCIENCE PHYSICAL SCIENCE EARTH SCIENCE SPACE SYSTEMS
•	 Structure and  

Function of  
Living Things

•	 Life Cycles and  
Stages

•	 Reproduction & 
Inherited Traits

•	 Animals

•	 Plants

•	 Forces and  
Interactions

•	 Energy

•	 Light

•	 Sound

•	 Electricity/  
Magnetism

•	 Matter

•	 Waves

•	 Heat

•	 Chemistry

•	 Information  
Processing

•	 Weather

•	 Climate

•	 Rocks & Soil

•	 Erosion and 
Weathering

•	 Landforms

•	 Water

•	 Oceans

•	 History of Earth

•	 Plate Tectonics

•	 Volcanoes, 
Earthquakes,  
and Tsunamis

•	 Solar System

•	 Planets

•	 Moon

•	 Sun

DIMENSION 1: SCIENTIFIC AND ENGINEERING PRACTICES

Dimension 1 focuses on the practice of science, and how knowledge is continually adapted based on new findings. 

The eight practices of the K-12 Science and Engineering Curriculum are as follows:

•	 Asking questions (for science) and defining 

problems (for engineering)

•	 Developing and using models

•	 Planning and carrying out investigations

•	 Analyzing and interpreting data

•	 Using mathematics and computational thinking

•	 Constructing explanations (for science) and designing 

solutions (for engineering)

•	 Engaging in argument from evidence

•	 Obtaining, evaluating, and communicating information


