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OVERVIEW

In this magazine, 
readers will 
learn how 
Mexico’s physical 
geography 
and natural 
phenomena 
have influenced 
the civilizations 

of the region since ancient times. Faces: 
The Spirit and People of Mexico includes 
information about the physical and human 
characteristics of both ancient and modern 
cultures that developed there. 
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ESSENTIAL QUESTION:

What physical and human characteristics 
define ancient and modern Mexico?
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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 – 12

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 14 – 16

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: What physical and human characteristics define ancient and modern Mexico?

MAGAZINE  
ARTICLES

CORE CONTENT 
CONCEPT

LITERACY  
SKILLS

CORRESPONDING CCSS 
ANCHOR STANDARDS

Mexico: The Land and Its 
People
Expository Nonfiction

Historical events influence the 
development of a culture . 

• Close Reading
• Evaluate Evidence
• Interpret Visual 

Information
• Write an Editorial 

Reading 1, 2, 3, 7 & 8
Writing 1

MMM-MMM Mexico!
Expository Nonfiction

Patterns of food consumption 
are influenced by the resources 
available in a region . 

• Close Reading
• Analyze Sensory Details
• Analyze Text Features
• Write an Essay

Reading 1, 2, 3, 4 & 5
Writing 2

Rocking and Rolling with 
Mexico’s Earthquakes
Expository Nonfiction

Physical features of a region 
affect the development of 
cultures living in them . 

• Close Reading
• Analyze Text Structure
• Analyze Arguments
• Collaborate

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

Migration of the Monarchs
Expository Nonfiction

Diversity in forms of plant and 
animal life help distinguish one 
place from another . 

• Close Reading
• Interpret Figurative 

Meaning
• Understand Point of 

View
• Write a Legend

Reading 1, 3, 4 & 6
Writing 3

La Dia de los Muertos: A 
“Spirited Holiday”
Expository Nonfiction

Historical events influence the 
development of a culture . 

• Close Reading
• Interpret Figurative 

Meaning
• Understand Point of 

View
• Give a Persuasive 

Speech

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

Mexico’s Smoking Mountains
Expository Nonfiction

Physical features of a region 
affect the development of 
cultures living in them . 

• Close Reading
• Interpret Visual 

Information
• Evaluate Evidence
• Research and Write a 

Report

Reading 1, 3, 7 & 8
Writing 2 & 7

Tulum
Expository Nonfiction

Cultural practices are affected 
by environmental and physical 
characteristics of place . 

• Close Reading
• Analyze Text Structure
• Determine Author’s Tone
• Write Historical Fiction

Reading 1, 3, 5 & 6
Writing 3

La Familia: The Heart of 
Mexican Society 
Expository Nonfiction

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

• Close Reading
• Analyze Point of View
• Evaluate Evidence
• Write a Letter

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

La Muerta: Godmother 
Death
Folktale/Play

Oral traditions reflect cultural 
elements of place . 

• Close Reading
• Analyze Word Choice
• Analyze Point of View
• Create a Want Ad

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

Comparing Texts: Reading 9

Mini-Unit: Reading 1, 2, 3, 7 & 9; Speaking & Listening 6
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ARTICLE: Mexico: The Land and Its People
Magazine pages 8-11, Expository Nonfiction     

WRITING

Write an Editorial  The author clearly states why many Mexicans choose to come 

to America . The issue of the Mexican-American border is frequently in the news . 

What’s your opinion on Mexican immigration and border crossings to the United 

States? Based on what you know, state your opinion and support it with facts and 

details from this article . 

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

• Refer to details mentioned by the author to construct a timeline of major 

events in Mexico’s history .  CCSS Reading 1

• Use details from the article to create a summary of what a tourist visiting 

Mexico might experience today .  CCSS Reading 2

•  What were the multiple effects of Porfirio Diaz’s dictatorial reign? Cite them in 

the text .  CCSS Reading 3

Craft and Structure

• Evaluate Evidence  What evidence does the author present to support their 

claim that the majority of Mexico’s people live in the Mexican Plateau? Is the 

evidence presented relevant? Is it sufficient?  CCSS Reading 8

• Interpret Visual Information  Each photo relates to a specific aspect of life in 

Mexico . Describe the aspect of Mexican life that each photo represents .   

CCSS Reading 7

PREPARE TO READ

Ask students to identify Mexico on a map of North America . Based on its 

absolute location, tell students to make predictions about Mexico’s climate, 

physical geography, and industry . 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What unique physical and 
human characteristics define 
ancient and modern Mexico? 

KEY VOCABULARY
military coup (p. 9) a sudden 

attempt by a small group of people 

to take over the government, usually 

through violence 

exploit (p. 10) to unfairly use 

someone in a way that helps you 

assimilate (p. 10) to adopt the 

ways of another culture

ecotourism (p. 11) tourism  

designed to engage tourists with the 

local environment in sustainable ways

History  Research the major events 
of the Mexican-American War . Why 
was it fought? How did it affect 
Mexicans? How do you think the 
Mexican-American War is presented 
and studied in Mexico?

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Historical events 
influence the development of a 
culture . 

CORE CONTENT

The people of Mexico’s past and present cultures have 

gone through many challenging times . From great 

Native American civilizations’ struggle to survive during 

European colonization, to its fight for independence and 

modern citizens’ struggle against poverty, Mexico’s history 

illustrates the resilience of its people .  Le
xi

le
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Divers exploring an underwater cave in Mexico 
in 2007 discovered human bones. DNA testing 
determined that the 12,000-year-old bones 
had belonged to a person of Asian descent. 
The findings validated scientific theories that 
the original inhabitants of Mexico arrived there 
12,000 years ago after crossing the Bering Strait, 
a land bridge at the time, from Asia. 

Mexico: The Land and Its People 

by Christine Graf 

by Christine Graf

Mexico: 

 

A group of young Mexicans takes part in an Independence Day festival.  

 

a99

More than 200 different Indian groups 

settled in Mexico over the course of 

thousands of years. Although most of the 

groups were small, some grew significantly in 

size and power. The Aztecs were a large and 

powerful civilization. They ruled a vast empire 

during the 15th and 16th centuries and developed 

a sophisticated system of agriculture and a 

powerful military. They constructed beautiful 

temples, shrines, and pyramids, and their capital 

city of Tenochtitlan became one of the world’s 

largest cities. Mexico City is located where 

Tenochtitlan once stood.  

Although the Aztecs had many enemies, it 

was the Spanish who brought an end to their 

powerful empire in 1521. Spain ruled Mexico 

for the next 300 years, but their oppression of 

the Mexican people led to the Mexican War 

of Independence in 1810. The Spanish were 

defeated in 1821, and Mexico regained control 

of their land. In the 30 years that followed, the 

nation was deeply divided, and the government 

was overthrown numerous times through 

military coups. 

Mexico lost control over its territory in Texas 

in 1836 and went to war with the United States 

10 years later in an effort to protect the rest 

of its northernmost territories. After two years 

of fighting, the two countries signed a treaty 

that allowed the United States to purchase 

more than 500,000 square miles (1,300,000 

square kilometers) of land for $15 million. This 

land was located in present-day Arizona, New 

Mexico, California, Nevada, Utah, Wyoming, and 

Colorado. Mexico lost about one-third of its 

territory in just 10 years. 

In 1876, Porfirio Diaz, a Mexican general, 

became president and began his 30-year 

rule of Mexico. He was a dictator who stifled 

democracy and ignored the plight of the poor. 

The Land and Its People 

by Christine Graf
Mexico: 

Mexico City is the country’s capital and largest city.  
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ARTICLE: MMM-MMM Mexico!
Magazine pages 12-14, Expository Nonfiction    

WRITING

Write an Essay  What is the significance of Mexican cuisine being awarded 

the first ever “intangible cultural property” designation? Research UNESCO’s 

Intangible Cultural Heritage to help define this and explain its significance in an 

informational essay . 

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

• Cite examples of how available resources and the movement of people into and 

out of the region influenced Mexican cuisine .  CCSS Reading 1

•  Use details from the article to determine the overall “theme” of the article .  

CCSS Reading 2

• Explain how the arrival of the Spanish impacted the characteristics of Mexican 

cuisine .  CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

• Analyze Sensory Details  Create a list of adjectives used by the author . What 

senses do they appeal to? Why is this important in a food article?   

CCSS Reading 4

• Analyze Text Features  How do the subheadings help you understand the 

information presented in this article?  CCSS Reading 5

PREPARE TO READ

Ask students to brainstorm a list of Mexican restaurants in your area . Ask 

students to identify any Mexican dishes that may be served at them and also 

some of the main components of those dishes . Then, tell students they will be 

learning more about Mexican cuisine and how it has evolved over time .

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What unique physical and 
human characteristics define 
ancient and modern Mexico? 

KEY VOCABULARY
intangible (p. 12) not made  

of physical substance; not able to be 

touched

puree (p. 13) a thick liquid made 

by crushing usually cooked food  

such as fruits or vegetables

paella (p. 14) a Spanish dish  

of rice, meat, seafood, vegetables,  

and spices

Science  Mesoamericans knew the 
“three sisters” grew well together . 
Conduct research into other plant 
groups that benefit from each other 
and, using this knowledge, design a 
garden plan to implement . 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Patterns of food 
consumption are influenced by the 
resources available in a region . 

CORE CONTENT

Mexican cuisine brings to mind things like burritos, tacos, 

and tortillas . But it is much more than that! Many unique 

Mexican foods have come from combining local resources 

with Spanish influences . Today, you can thank Mexican 

culture for foods as diverse as chocolate and mole sauce . 

Le
xi

le
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Drop into a Mexican restaurant and you’ll 

be greeted with tantalizing aromas and a 

menu chockfull of tasty options. Will you try 

the spicy chicken burritos or the crunchy beef 

tacos? Nibble on coconut camarones or have a 

handful of carnitas? There are always the cheesy 

enchiladas and crispy chalupas. And you’d better 

leave room not only for the chips and salsa, but 

sweet desserts of churros, guava pudding and of 

course, candied pumpkin. 

From handmade tamales that take hours to 

prepare and delicate slices of fish bathed in lime 

juice (ceviche) to spicy patties of birria (goat) 

and pachola (ground beef), the food throughout 

Mexico is vibrant, robust, and yummy. 

It’s no surprise that UNESCO bestowed 

upon Mexico the first-ever award for “intangible 

cultural property” based on its unique cuisine. 

By Jennifer Buchet

Mexican fare goes far beyond the familiar 

favorites of tortillas, burritos, tacos, and fajitas. It’s 

also steeped in ancient history, stretching back 

thousands of years. 

Timeless Tastes 
The Mesoamericans, Mexico’s early inhabitants, 

were creative and inventive cooks. After all, 

they created one of the first “to-go” meals, the 

tamale. Fish and wild game abounded, including 

deer, turkeys, ducks, giant turtles, and armadillos. 

Fresh cacti, gourds, tomatoes, and beans were 

harvested, as were roots and tubers such as 

jicama, yucca, and garlic, not to mention tropical 

fruits and chili peppers. But it was humble corn 

that became the most important food source. 

Roasted, popped, or ground into masa flour 

for tortillas, corn was revered as a gift from the 

 

A mortar and pestle are used to grind many food items, including chili peppers.  

 

gods. Nomadic tribes of hunters and gatherers 

quickly became settled farmers around 6,000 

years ago when they discovered how easy 

it was to cultivate corn. Around the same 

time, Mesoamericans noticed the symbiotic 

relationship between corn, beans, and pumpkins. 

Just as tomatoes and basil thrive together, so do 

the “Three Sisters.” Corn is planted first, followed 

later by beans. The bean vines climb up the 

corn stalks, eliminating the need to build lattices. 

Pumpkins are planted last. Their giant leaves 

provide ground cover, keeping the soil moist and 

weeds at bay. For more than 5,000 years, these 

three foods have provided the foundation of 

Mexican cuisine. 

Around 1900 B.C., there was another 

important dietary discovery. Somehow, someway, 

someone realized that hidden inside the hardy 

cacao pod was a tiny seed. Eaten raw, it’s bitter 

and oily. Yet prepared in just the right way, 

these seeds turn into cocoa butter and thus, 

chocolate. 

Ovens hadn’t been invented, so los antiguo 

cocineros, the ancient chefs of Mexico, roasted 

their food in deep pits dug into the earth or over 

blazing fires. Steaming was another popular 

cooking method. Meat, fish, and vegetables 

were wrapped in cactus or banana leaves, then 

suspended over boiling water. As mixers hadn’t 

been invented either, cooks used metates y 

manos, large tools made of lava rock or stone, 

to grind and puree their foods. A molcajete, or 

mortar and pestle, is a smaller version of this 

handcrafted blender. Nuts, tomatoes, herbs, corn 

kernels, and spices were all ground by hand. 

Hours of backbreaking work eventually turned 

the kernels into a corn meal, or masa flour. With 

a bit of water and a hot cooking surface, tortillas 

13

 

A mortar and pestle are used to grind many food items, including chili peppers.  

 

Tortillas made from corn flour have been a 

staple of Mexican food for hundreds of years.  
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ARTICLE: Rocking and Rolling with Mexico’s Earthquakes
Magazine pages 16-19, Expository Nonfiction     

SPEAKING AND LISTENING

Collaborate  In small groups, have two students assume they are leading a tour 

group to Mexico and the other two assume they are the tourists . Engage in a 

discussion where you discuss what to bring, cultural elements to expect, and 

features of places they will likely visit . Will you mention the threat of earthquakes? 

Why or why not? How would you respond if someone in your group brings up the 

topic? Base your answer on details from the text .

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

• Refer to the text to locate the names of the three plates Mexico rests on and 

describe how they differ from one another .  CCSS Reading 1

•  Draw conclusions about considerations construction companies must address 
when building in Mexico . Base your conclusions on facts from the article .   
CCSS Reading 1 

• Use details from the article to describe the relationship between earthquakes 

and the Mexican people . What have people learned?  CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

• Analyze Text Structure  This author chose a cause/effect structure . 

Determine why this is the best format for the material presented . How would 

the information change if the format changed?  CCSS Reading 5

• Analyze Arguments  Evaluate evidence throughout the article that supports 

the idea that Mexico experiences powerful earthquakes on a frequent basis .  

Is it sufficient?  CCSS Reading 8

PREPARE TO READ

Ask students to verbalize what happens at school when there is a fire drill . 

Explain that in Mexico, students participate in earthquake drills . Lastly, have 

students hypothesize how an earthquake drill may be similar to or different 

from a fire drill .

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What unique physical and 
human characteristics define 
ancient and modern Mexico?  

KEY VOCABULARY
chasm (p. 16) a deep hole or 

opening in the surface of the earth

seismic (p. 16) of, relating to, or 

caused by an earthquake 

Science  Research tectonic plates  
to learn what other geographic 
feature is often found where these 
plates meet . 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Physical features of 
a region affect the development of 
cultures living in them . 

CORE CONTENT

Mexico’s geographic location atop three different 

tectonic plates makes it prone to earthquakes . Although 

earthquakes cannot be reliably predicted, a combination 

of reasonable thinking and scientific advancements have 

allowed people to recognize warning signs so they can 

reach safety . Le
xi

le
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by Todd Tuell

Rocking and Rolling

Chances are you’ve seen a disaster movie 

in which an earthquake devastates a city, 

toppling buildings and opening chasms in the 

streets. Earthquakes can be huge, frightening 

events, but earthquakes actually occur every 

single day. Most of them are small, mild 

tremors that people don’t even feel. Only 

sensitive seismic equipment can register them. 

The ground under our feet may feel solid and 

unmoving, but it is really shifting all the time.

Earthquakes occur because the earth’s 

crust, which varies between five and 45 

miles deep depending on where you are, is 

by Marcia Amidon Lusted
EaRTHQUAKESmade up of tectonic plates. These plates are 

always moving and shifting and sliding, and 

sometimes they run up against each other 

and get snagged on rough sections of rock. 

When tectonic plates get stuck, they build up 

pressure as they strain to move, and when 

they suddenly shift and slide past each other, 

they release a tremendous amount of energy. 

That energy spreads out in all directions and 

creates an earthquake. An earthquake can be 

minor, caused by a small release of pressure, 

or it can be huge, when the build-up is 

tremendous.

With Mexico's

An 8.1 magnitude 

earthquake 

devastated Mexico 

City in 1985.  

17

Rocking and Rolling

EaRTHQUAKES

Some parts of the world are more likely 

to have earthquakes than others. Mexico is 

one of the most active earthquake regions 

in the world. The country sits on top of three 

large tectonic plates. Most of Mexico perches 

on the North American plate, which is always 

moving westward. A second plate is the Cocos 

plate beneath the Pacific Ocean to the south 

of Mexico. This plate is denser and heavier and 

is constantly being forced underneath the land 

mass of Mexico, building up pressure. A third 

plate, the Pacific plate, is located under the Gulf 

of California off Mexico’s coast. This is a slip 

plate, meaning that it isn’t trying to go under or 

over other plates, but instead rubs against them, 

getting stuck and then releasing. It is an extension 

of California’s famous San Andreas Fault, which 

causes many of the earthquakes in that state. 

The motions of these three plates cause many 

earthquakes in Mexico.

Mexico’s history is filled with disastrous 

earthquakes. One of the worst took place on 

September 19, 1985, when a quake that measured 

8.1 on the Richter scale took place just off 

Acapulco. About 10,000 people were killed and 

another 30,000 injured. Thousands more were left 

homeless. The quake struck early in the morning 

and was especially damaging because Mexico 

City is built on an ancient lakebed. The sand and 

silt beneath the city are much less stable than 

bedrock. Buildings crumbled and collapsed. 

After the quake, when city officials inspected its 

With Mexico's
North American Plate

Caribbean Plate

Cocos Plate

South American Plate

Pacific Plate

Nazca Plate
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ARTICLE: Migration of the Monarchs
Magazine pages 20-23, Expository Nonfiction    

WRITING

Writing a Legend  The author states that the Aztecs believed the monarch 

butterflies were the spirits of fallen warriors dressed in battle colors . How do you 

think this belief came to be? What do you think the Aztecs observed? How did they 

incorporate this into their lives? Write The Legend of the Monarchs . 

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

• Using details from the article, illustrate the four generations of butterflies, their 

purpose, and living conditions in the migration process .  CCSS Reading 1

•  Refer to the text to identify theories about how monarchs return to the same 

tree . Make inferences as to why this remains a mystery .  CCSS Reading 1

• List the threats to monarch survival and the effect each threat has on a certain 

aspect of survival .  CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

• Interpret Figurative Meaning  Identify the use of personification and simile in 

the opening . What are their meanings and how does their usage strengthen 

the introduction? CCSS Reading 4

• Understand Point of View  How do you view monarchs and their migratory 

path if you are: a) an ancient Aztec b) a modern day farmer in Mexico c) a 

conservationist and d) a tourist?  CCSS Reading 6

PREPARE TO READ

Show students a video clip of monarch butterfly migration . (There are many 

options available online .) Ask students to hypothesize about the dangers the 

butterflies face along their long migratory journey . 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What unique physical and 
human characteristics define 
ancient and modern Mexico?  

KEY VOCABULARY
kaleidoscope (p. 20) a changing 

pattern or scene 

migration (p. 20) to move from 

one area to another at different times 

of the year

Science/Art  Create a mobile or 
diorama displaying a variety of 
migratory species . Include how 
far each one travels . Do any of the 
species travel through your region? 
Start watching as spring approaches . 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Diversity in forms of 
plant and animal life help distinguish 
one place from another . 

CORE CONTENT

Monarch butterflies make a migratory trip to Mexico 

each winter . Like other migrating animals, they return to 

the same location each year . But the mystery lies in the 

fact that, due to their short lifespan, the monarchs that 

“return” each year have never been there before! How 

they accomplish this remains a scientific mystery . Le
xi

le
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It is no wonder the ancient Aztecs believed 

that Monarch butterflies were the spirits of 

fallen warriors dressed in battle colors. Every 

year, from October to mid-November, 60 

million Monarchs paint the skies in a fluttering 

kaleidoscope (ka-lie-doh-scope) of orange and 

black. The beating of their wings fills the air 

with a soft pattering like a light rainfall. They 

have come to the Monarch Butterfly Biosphere 

Reserve in Michoacan (Mee-cho-a-cahn), 60 

miles west of Mexico City, to roost in Oyamel 

(Oh-yah-mill) fir trees for the winter. 

Monarch butterflies are the only insect 

to make a round-trip migration to and from 

warmer climates, much like birds and whales 

do. Butterflies east of the Rocky Mountains 

travel to Mexico. Flying from different routes 

in the north and east, they merge into one 

flight path in Texas on their journey south. Their 

western cousins winter in California.

Whereas the same individual birds and 

whales make the annual migration every 

year, the Monarch butterflies that arrive at the 

Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve are not the 

same ones that made the trip the year before. 

In fact, the butterflies arriving back at their 

northern homes in late spring are the great-

great-grandchildren of the butterflies who flew 

to Mexico in the fall!

Monarchs leave Mexico when the 

temperatures get warmer in March. These spring 

butterflies have a short life-span, about two 

to three weeks. To make the whole trip back 

to their northern homes, they have to breed 

and lay eggs along the way. The butterflies 

that hatch continue the journey. It takes four 

MIGRATION OF      THE MONARCHSMIGRATION OF      THE MONARCHS

by Natasha Yim

A Monarch butterfly sits atop a milkweed plant.  

MIGRATION OF      THE MONARCHSMIGRATION OF      THE MONARCHS
generations to get the Monarchs home. The last 

generation of these north-bound butterflies do 

not breed. They also have a longer life-span, eight 

to nine months, which allows them to return to 

Mexico in just one generation. 

Monarchs return to the same nesting 

grounds — and often to the same tree — every 

year. How they find their way is still one of the 

great mysteries of nature. Some scientists believe 

they use a combination of the magnetic pull of 

the earth and the position of the sun to guide 

them. Others think they release certain chemicals 

to mark their route. 

Whatever their method, the butterflies seem 

to have no problem finding their way to the 

Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve. They make 

their winter home on Oyamel fir trees, clustering 

together for warmth in such great numbers that 

sometimes their weight snaps off a branch. 

The dense canopies of these trees protect 

the butterflies from the cold and lock in humidity, 

preventing the Monarchs from drying out. 

Because butterflies are cold-blooded they cannot 

survive in frigid weather making the Monarchs 

very vulnerable to major climate changes. One 

bad winter storm in 2002 killed off about 80 

percent of the butterfly population on the 

Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve. 

Extreme weather is not the only thing that 

threatens the survival of these beautiful insects. 

The loss of their habitat due to illegal logging 

and the destruction of milkweed plants have 

also been problems. Canopies of fir trees act as 

a blanket to keep the Monarchs from getting 

too cold, and milkweed plants are extremely 

important for their journey home. Milkweed is 

the only food Monarch caterpillars eat, so the 

butterflies have to lay their eggs on these plants. 

You may think that with millions of butterflies, 

the Monarchs are in no danger of extinction. 

However, scientists have been very worried 

about their declining population in recent years. 

The Mexican and United States governments, 

along with conservation groups, are taking steps 

to protect these butterflies. The United States is 

planning to reintroduce milkweed on about 1,650 

square miles in five years. Mexico is replanting 

Oyamel fir trees. The governments  are also 

trying to help the farm communities around the 

biosphere reserve, which have relied on the 

A Monarch butterfly sits atop a milkweed plant.  

 

Not sure if this caterpillar is hungry, but it will one 

day soon become a Monarch butterfly.  

The limbs of this fir tree are weighed down by  

the Monarchs who have journeyed to Mexico.  

21
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ARTICLE: La Dia de los Muertos: A “Spirited” Holiday
Magazine pages 24-27, Expository Nonfiction     

SPEAKING AND LISTENING

Give a Persuasive Speech  You are tasked with attempting to change your culture’s 

view on death to make it similar to La Dia de los Muertos . Consider what aspects 

could be easily translated into other cultures . Write and present a persuasive speech 

discussing the benefits to individuals and the greater society . 

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•  How has Mexico’s ancient history affected its culture today? Cite textual 

evidence to support your claim .  CCSS Reading 1 

• Locate one sentence within the text that you feel summarizes the entire article . 

Defend your choice with facts .  CCSS Reading 2

• Describe the relationship between death and life through Mexico’s lens . Use 

facts and details to support your answer .  CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

• Interpret Figurative Language  What is the meaning of the phrase “burns the 

lips” in the last paragraph?  CCSS Reading 4

• Understanding Point of View  Reread the quote by Octavio Paz at the 

conclusion of the article . How does he view Mexican culture’s understanding 

of death compared to other cultures?  CCSS Reading 6

PREPARE TO READ

Share this fact with students: “In Mexico, there is a day when families gather 

together to enjoy dinner at cemeteries . There’s band music and merchants 

selling sugared coffins and skulls .” Ask students to hypothesize what is being 

celebrated and compare/contrast this with other cultures’ views of death . 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What unique physical and 
human characteristics define 
ancient and modern Mexico?

KEY VOCABULARY
companion (p. 24) a person or 

animal you spend time with or enjoy 

being with

altar (p. 26) a raised place on 

which sacrifices and gifts are offered 

in some religions

Language Arts  Octavio Paz was 
a famous Mexican poet . Read and 
discuss one of these poems: “Where 
Without Whom,” “Brotherhood,”  or 
“No More Cliches .” 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Historical events 
influence the development of  
a culture . 

CORE CONTENT

La Dia de los Muertos translates to the Day of the Dead . 

On November 2nd, Mexicans celebrate the deaths of 

loved ones with singing, dancing, eating, and offerings . 

This is done to honor loved ones and to give them a 

rememberance of the happy times they enjoyed in life . 
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La Dia de los Muertos (the Day of the Dead) is a 
whole day dedicated to the dead that is celebrated 

in Mexico and parts of North, Central, and South 
America. In these countries, death is not a stranger 
to be feared, but an everyday companion. Never 
sad or scary, the Day of the Dead is a celebration to 
remember and honor family members who have 
died. It is a happy, colorful fiesta (party), complete with 
music, dancing, spirits of both kinds (alcohol and the 
souls of dead people), and food — lots of food.

La Dia de los Muertos: A “Spirited” Holiday

by Pat Betteley

These colorful skulls are seen throughout Day of the Dead festivals.  

25

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

Celebrated on November 2, the Day of 

the Dead, harks back to early peoples such as 

the Maya and Aztec, so some of the symbols 

and practices  have been around for at least 

3,000 years. The use of the skull as a symbol 

dates back to Aztec times when skulls were 

kept as trophies to symbolize death and 

rebirth. Today, people don wooden skull 

masks called calacas and dance in honor of 

their deceased relatives.  One popular dance 

is La Danza de los Viejitos (The Dance of the 

Little Old Men). Boys and young men dress 

up like old men. They crouch as they walk 

out, holding their backs.  Suddenly they jump 

La Dia de los Muertos: A “Spirited” Holiday

Death is celebrated, not feared.  
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ARTICLE: Mexico’s Smoking Mountains
Magazine pages 28-31, Expository Nonfiction     

WRITING

Research and Write a Report  Conduct short research into two of history’s famous 

volcanic eruptions: Mt . Vesuvius in 79 AD and Mt . St . Helens in 1980 . What lessons 

did we learn from them? Write a 5-paragraph report .

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

• Use details from the article to create a list of cause/effect statements .   

CCSS Reading 3

•  The author says, “The majority of Mexico’s volcanoes are dormant, but that 

doesn’t mean they are not a threat .” What conclusions can be drawn from this 

statement?  CCSS Reading 1 

• Refer to facts mentioned in the text to create an illustrated timeline of the life of 

the Paricutin volcano . Start in 1943 and end in 1952 .  CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

• Interpret Visual Information  Refer to the graphic on page 31 . How does this 

facilitate your understanding of the relationship between the earth’s tectonic 

plates and volcanoes? Does it provide additional information?  CCSS Reading 7 

• Evaluate Evidence  What evidence does the author include to illustrate the 

power and impact of volcanoes? Do you feel it’s sufficient?  CCSS Reading 8

PREPARE TO READ

Instruct students to summarize what they know about volcanoes and volcanic 

eruptions . Discuss their power and impact on surrounding areas . Ask students 

to share how they would respond if they lived near volcanic mountains that 

started emitting smoke .

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What unique physical and 
human characteristics define 
ancient and modern Mexico?  

KEY VOCABULARY
volcanic cone (p. 28) the top of 

a volcano 

dormant (p. 29) not active but 

able to become active

spew (p. 30) to flow out of 

something in a fast and forceful way

Math  Use details from the text 
to determine what percentage of 
Mexico’s volcanoes are considered 
active . What percentage are 
considered dormant? 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Physical features of 
a region affect the development of 
cultures living in them . 

CORE CONTENT

Mexico’s geographic location makes it part of the Pacific 

Ring of Fire . Volcanoes are common and one particular 

volcano, Paricutin, allowed scientists an opportunity to 

witness its entire life cycle . Like earthquakes, volcano 

predictability is not exact, so citizens and scientists watch 

with a wary eye .Le
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by Christine Graf
 

A farmer in the small town of Paricutin was 

working in his fields in February 1943 when he 

saw a huge crack appear in the ground. The crack 

caused the ground to swell several feet into the air, 

and foul-smelling smoke poured out of it. When 

the farmer returned the next day to investigate, 

he discovered a volcanic cone jutting 164 feet (50 

meters) into the air. The cone grew at an alarming 

rate, and it took just 10 weeks to reach 1,000 feet 

(330 meters). By the time it stopped growing, it 

measured 1,391 feet (424 meters), just a few feet 

shorter than the Empire State Building. The new 

volcano was named Paricutin.

 

Within the first week of its formation, 

Paricutin began to spew ash onto the village 

that shared its name. As it grew in size, it 

rumbled with loud explosions. By June, lava 

flowed from the volcano and forced the 

evacuation of Paricutin. A neighboring village 

was evacuated a short time later, and both 

villages were soon covered by lava and ash. 

Several thousand people were displaced from 

their homes and were never able to return. 

Although the volcano remained active until 

1952, about 90 percent of its lava and ash 

were ejected during its first year. 

Mexico’s Smoking Mountains

Should Popocatépetl erupt, it could cause catastrophic damage. 

2929

As news of the new volcano spread 

throughout the world, scientists rushed to 

Mexico to study it. They continued to observe 

it throughout its entire life cycle. This was the 

first time scientists were able to study a volcano 

from birth to extinction.

Paricutin is located 200 miles (322 

kilometers) west of Mexico City and is part 

of a volcanic field made up of 1,400 small 

volcanos. Mexico’s abundance of volcanoes 

can be attributed to its geographical location. It 

is situated along the Pacific Ring of Fire, home 

to 75 percent of the world’s active volcanoes. 

The Ring of Fire runs along the southern tip 

of South America and up along the coast of 

North America. It crosses the Bering Strait and 

travels down into Japan, New Zealand, and 

the northern coast of Antarctica. The 25,000-

mile (40,000 km) ring is actually shaped like 

a horseshoe and is home to 452 active and 

dormant volcanoes. The volcanoes were 

created by plate tectonics, movement of giant 

slabs of the earth’s crust. The Ring of Fire is one 

of the most geologically active places on earth.

Although there are more than 3,000 

volcanoes in Mexico, only 43 are considered 

active. A major eruption by the volcano 

Popocatépetl (the Aztec word for “smoking 

mountain”) could cause catastrophic damage 

to Mexico City. It is located just 43 miles (70 

km) from the capital, and more than 25 million 

people live within its range. More than 300,000 

people — mostly farmers — live in villages near 

its base, where volcanic ash makes the soil very 

fertile. Popocatépetl’s last major eruption was in 

2000, but it has been showing increased signs 

of activity since 2012. A 2013 eruption blanketed 

Mexico City in smoke and ash, and visibility 

was so poor that the airport had to be closed 

overnight. The volcano continues to be cause 

Should Popocatépetl erupt, it could cause catastrophic damage. 

The Ring of Fire
About 75 percent of the 

world’s active volcanoes 

are located within this 

25,000-mile ring.

Ring of Fire

Tectonic plate boundary

Volcano
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Eurasia Plate

Pacific Plate

Nazca 
PlateAustralia Plate

Philippine 
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Hawaii

Canada
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Russia

China
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ARTICLE: Tulum
Magazine pages 32-33, Expository Nonfiction    

WRITING

Write Historical Fiction  Assume you are a Mayan child . Write a story about how 

you spend your days: What responsibilities do you have? What do you do for 

entertainment? How do you get into mischief? Incorporate details from the article 

to show your understanding of Mayan culture . 

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

• Use details mentioned by the author to draw conclusions about Mayan society 

in the 1200s .  CCSS Reading 1

•  What can you infer about the role of religion in Mayan culture? Cite textual 

evidence to support your inference .  CCSS Reading 1

• Refer to information from the article to create a Venn diagram comparing and 

contrasting ancient and modern Mexican civilizations .  CCSS Reading 3

Craft and Structure

• Analyze Text Structure  This author uses a descriptive structure . Use details 

from the text to sketch a bird’s-eye view of Tulum .  CCSS Reading 5

• Determine Author’s Tone  How does the author portray Maya society 

throughout the article?  What details from the text support your answer?  

CCSS Reading 6

PREPARE TO READ

Show students images of Tulum . Tell them that Tulum was a sacred city of the 

Maya people . Ask students to predict why Tulum would be considered sacred 

and what types of gods and goddesses might have been worshipped based on 

geographic location . 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What unique physical and 
human characteristics define 
ancient and modern Mexico?  

KEY VOCABULARY
fresco (p. 32) a painting that is 

done on wet plaster 

stucco (p. 33) a type of plaster 

used for decoration or to cover the 

outside walls of houses 

History  Conduct short research to 
find out what was happening around 
the world during the 1200s when the 
sacred city of Tulum flourished . 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Cultural practices 
are affected by environmental and 
physical characteristics of place . 

CORE CONTENT

The ancient ruins of Tulum allow us to step back in time 

to get a glimpse into the lives of the Mayan people . 

The preservation of the ruins lets us witness the role of 

religion, learn about how people made a living, and gaze 

upon the same ocean view as if it were the 1200s . 
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by Cyndy Hall
by Colette Weil Parrinello

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

Have you ever wondered where people worshipped long ago? Today, on the 

Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico, you can visit the ruins of one of these ancient 

places. It is Tulum, a sacred city of the Maya. Built in the 1200s, it is believed to 

have been home to 500 to 600 people. 

As you climb the steep steps that lead through the narrow entrance, you can 

see that the city was once walled on three sides. The fourth side was protected 

from invaders by the high cliffs along the Caribbean coast. 

The building in the center is the Temple of the Frescoes. In the three shelves 

above the pillars, you can see figures of Maya gods. The statues are made of 

TULUM
by Joanne A. Reisberg

Tulum was built in the 1200s. 
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stucco. Chac is the god of rain. Itzamna is 

the supreme lord of the sky. The god of the 

underworld is Jaguar. When the sun travels 

beneath Earth, Jaguar also becomes the god of 

the night sun. 

Take a deep breath of sea air and walk 

straight ahead. The large temple before you with 

many steps is the Castillo (Castle). It is the main 

temple at Tulum. Here, the Maya honored their 

gods and goddesses. 

If you climb to the top, you can see far out 

over the beautiful azure waters of the Caribbean 

Sea. Walk down what once was a Tulum street. 

If you could glance back in time, you would see 

Maya families spinning cotton into cloth. 

In their gardens, they grew maize, beans, 

and squash. They hunted deer with bows 

and arrows, and wild pigeons with blowguns. 

Farmers raised stingless bees for honey, keeping 

them in hollow logs that were plastered with 

mud at both ends. Farmers also grew cacao 

trees. The beans from cacao trees were used to 

make a chocolate drink. If you saved your beans 

instead of making cocoa from them, you could 

use them for money. Perhaps you might have 

had a dog. But your dog would not have kept 

you awake at night; Maya dogs had no bark. 

If you lived at Tulum, you would have 

spoken Yacatec. Today, 4 million Maya speak 28 

different Maya languages throughout Central 

America. 

Tulum 

by Joanne A. Reisberg 
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ARTICLE: La Familia: The Heart of Mexican Society
Magazine pages 34-37, Expository Nonfiction    

WRITING

Write a Letter  Assume you are pen pals with a student in Mexico . Write them a 

letter . What information would you include about your family and activities that 

would help your pen pal learn about cultural differences and similarities? 

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

•  Locate information in the text describing the different roles of each person of 

the family .  CCSS Reading 1

• Use facts from the article to summarize life for girls . Determine why the author 

might focus on this subject .  CCSS Reading 2

• Refer to details from the text to compare and contrast urban and rural lifestyles .   

CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

• Understanding Point of View  When discussing rural families, the author 

notes that they don’t refer to themselves as poor . How do they view 

themselves? Why? How does this perspective aid them? CCSS Reading 6

• Evaluate Evidence  Does the author provide sufficient evidence to support 

their claim that the family lies at the center of Mexican culture?  CCSS Reading 

8

PREPARE TO READ

Take a class poll to find out how many students live with their grandparents . 

How many live near their grandparents? Determine these percentages to 

compare to this fact: 90% of Mexicans live with or near their immediate families . 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What unique physical and 
human characteristics define 
ancient and modern Mexico?  

KEY VOCABULARY
reign (p. 34) the period of time 

during which someone is in charge of 

a group or organization 

revere (p. 35) to show devotion 

and honor to someone

adobe (p. 35) a type of brick 

made of a mixture of mud and straw 

that is dried by the sun 

scavenge (p. 36) to search for 

food to eat 

Language Arts  Create an acrostic 
poem that summarizes the main 
ideas of this article: FAMILY . 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

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

CORE CONTENT

Although there are stark contrasts between urban and 

rural life in Mexico, there is one thing held in common: the 

family . La familia truly is the center of Mexican society 

where multiple generations often live under the same roof . 

Every decision that is made is done for the good of the 

family . 
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Although visitors to 21st-century Mexico may 

discover major differences between city and rural 

life, la familia (lah fah-MEE-lee-a, “the family”) remains 

at the core of Mexican society. 

All Mexicans believe in the importance of la familia. 

The father (or oldest living male) reigns as head of the 

household. Many young girls still expect to spend their 

entire lives at home caring for husbands, children, and 

older relatives. Grandparents are revered for their age 

La Familia: The Heart of Mexican Society

by Cyndy Hall

La Familia: The Heart of Mexican Society

A mother and daughter pose in the restaurant they run together.  The oldest male is usually head of a Mexican household.  

by Cyndy Hall
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and wisdom. In both urban and rural areas, three 

generations often live in one house. Most families 

share a midday meal, take walks around the 

neighborhood or local marketplace in the evening, 

and spend the majority of their time together. 

Sundays are reserved for church and visiting family. 

Family groups in large urban areas such as 

Mexico City or Monterrey lead lives very similar 

to those of their North American and European 

counterparts. Values are fairly open and liberal. 

Women have many more opportunities in 

large cities, including advanced education and 

professional careers. Jobs are easier to find and 

health care is more readily available.

In contrast, rural life has changed little during 

the past 100 years. Most people are very poor. 

Children, parents, and grandparents live crowded 

together in one- or two-room adobe houses. 

These small, windowless shelters have no indoor 

plumbing or electricity. Beds are often straw mats 

called petates (peh-TAH-tes), spread over the dirt 

floor. 

Rural families may be poor, but they maintain 

a great sense of pride in themselves and their 

lifestyles. No one ever says they are poor; instead, 

they say they are humilde (hu-MIL-deh), or 

“humble.” Well-tended flower gardens brighten the 

front of even the smallest houses. Farmers prefer 

to follow the same working methods established 

by native ancestors living long before the Spanish 

conquerors. 

Most rural women marry at a young age. 

Education and health care are limited. Very few have 

jobs outside their homes. Their lives revolve around 

children, family, and the farm, following traditions 

established by their mothers and grandmothers. 

In both city and country, the typical familia 

includes more than a father, mother, and children. 

A baby is baptized by a priest and surrounded by her parents and godparents.  
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ARTICLE: La Muerta: Godmother Death
Magazine pages 42-45, Folktale/Play     

WRITING

Create a Want Ad  Antonio knew what he was looking for in a godmother . What 

characteristics do you feel constitute a good godparent? Assume you are searching 

for one . Write a Want Ad listing these characteristics .

CLOSE READING AND TEXT ANALYSIS

Key Ideas

• Antonio encounters three women who could be possible godmothers . Refer to 

the text to analyze their interactions . What’s the difference in what Death says? 

Infer why her conversation starts differently .  CCSS Reading 1

• Determine the theme of this folktale . Cite evidence from the play supporting 

your theme .  CCSS Reading 2

• Describe the relationship between Julio and La Muerta . Support your 

description with details taken from the text .  CCSS Reading 3 

Craft and Structure

• Analyze Word Choice  Review the words and actions of Antonio, La Muerta, 

and Julio . What can you infer about their values by their words and actions?  

CCSS Reading 4

• Analyze Point of View  How does the way Julio and La Muerta view one 

another change throughout the text? Why?  CCSS Reading 6

PREPARE TO READ

Ask students if they have godparents . Instruct those that do to summarize 

their relationships . How were the godparents chosen? What role, if any, do 

they play in your life? Next, tell students they will read a folktale/play where 

death is personified in the character Godmother Death . 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTION
What unique physical and 
human characteristics define 
ancient and modern Mexico? 

KEY VOCABULARY
peasant (p. 42) a person who 

is not educated and has low social 

status

cavern (p. 44) a large cave 

Science  Research herb-based 
medicine and its role in the health of 
world populations . 

CROSS-CURRICULAR
EXTENSION

CONCEPT
Social Studies  Oral traditions reflect 
cultural elements of place . 

CORE CONTENT

A child is born on the Day of the Dead and his father 

searches for the perfect godmother . Three qualities the 

godmother must possess are justice, mercy, and power . 

La Muerta (Death) becomes the child’s godmother . She 

teaches him many things, but when he tries to outsmart 

her, she ends his life . Le
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A PLAY BASED ON A MEXICAN TALE
RETOLD BY PAT BETTELEY • ILLUSTRATED BY ANDOUILLETTE  

CHARACTERS: Narrator 1, Narrator 2, Narrator 3, Antonio, Señora,  
Holy Woman, La Muerta, and Julio

Narrator 1: One day, a new son was born to Antonio, a poor Mexican peasant.

Antonio: Born on the Day of the Dead — that is a good sign. I have a feeling that this child 

will change everything for our family. I must find a madrina (godmother) who can offer 

him justice, mercy, and especially, power.

Narrator 1: So Antonio set off. Soon he came upon the señora who owned the hacienda 

(house) down the road, riding in a splendid carriage.

Señora: Antonio, why are you walking without your family today?

Antonio: A new child has been born to us this very day.

Señora: Born on the Day of the Dead? It will surely be a special child. My family is old and 

rich, and I could give your child riches and power. I would make a fine madrina.

Antonio: I am honored. You are indeed powerful, but not just or merciful. While your 

children play with golden toys, my children, so nearby, starve. My child deserves more than 

you can offer.

Narrator 2: Antonio kept walking. Next he saw a holy woman dressed in rags. 

Holy Woman: Why do you walk alone, Antonio?

Antonio: A new child was born to me.

Holy Woman: I would make a fine madrina. I could give your child justice and mercy.

Antonio: I am honored. But you are poor, and there is no power in poverty. This child 

must have more than you can provide.

Narrator 2: So Antonio continued on his way until he saw a tall, thin woman wrapped in 

cloth that hid even her mouth.  

43

                 La Muerta: Godmother Death
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La Muerta: I know you have a new baby. I would make a fine madrina. I could provide 

him with justice, mercy, and power.

Antonio: And you are . . .?

La Muerta: La Muerta — Death.

Antonio: Then I know you are merciful because you end suffering. And you are just, 

taking life from the rich and the poor alike. And no power on earth can match yours. Yes, 

you will be a fine godmother to my child.

Narrator 3: Antonio’s child Julio grew well and quickly. His madrina showed him the use 

of every healing herb in the woods. Soon Julio knew more about the healing powers of 

herbs than any doctor in the land.  

La Muerta: Julio, I have a final gift for you. This pale yellow flower is called La Yerba de la 

Vida. You can use it to make a medicine that will bring the dying back to life. There is one 

condition, though. You may only give the medicine if I am at the foot of the bed of the 

dying one. If you see me at the head of the bed, do not give it, for I have come to claim 

my own.

Narrator 3: Julio went out into the world and healed the rich and poor alike. He became 

known as Julio de los Remedios.

Narrator 1: One day, the dying king offered half his kingdom to the person who could 

cure him. Ready to put an end to his family’s poverty, Julio brought La Yerba de la Vida to 

the king’s bedside. But La Muerta was standing sternly at the head of the bed. 

Julio: (thinking quickly) The king needs air. Turn his bed so that his head is near the 

window. (to himself) And so Death is at the foot of his bed!
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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) .

•  Mexico is one of our neighboring countries . As such, we have many issues that affect 
both countries . Gather information from across multiple texts to construct a list of 
common issues and brainstorm possible solutions .

• Mexico’s culture and history is greatly impacted by geological features . Read 
“Rocking and Rolling with Mexico’s Earthquakes,” “Mexico’s Smoking Mountains” and 
“Mexico: The Land and Its People .” Trace an outline of Mexico using page 4 of the 
magazine as a guide . Fill in Mexico’s major geographic features: deserts, plateaus, 
jungles, and mountains . Create a corresponding map key .

•  Tourism is a major part of Mexico’s economy . What aspects of Mexico’s geography 
and culture make it appealing? Gather information from multiple texts to create a 
travel brochure showcasing this tourist appeal .

• Mexico’s ancient history has shaped and continues to shape its unique culture . Gather 
information from across texts to find evidence of this and use this information to 
construct a bulleted fact sheet of Fast Facts .

•  Movement is a major theme of geography . This theme is explored throughout 
the issue . Obvious movement themes include the tectonic plates and the Spanish 
conquering the land . A more subdued movement theme is the transition from life to 
death . Encourage students to explore this theme of movement of people, land, and 
concepts as it pertains to Mexico . Then use the wheel chart on page 18 to illustrate 
this concept .

Faces: The Spirit and People of Mexico © March 2017
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Engage students in the topic of Mexico by asking students: “What physical and human 
characteristics define ancient and modern Mexico?” Discuss what students already 
know about Mexico’s physical and human characteristics and guide them in completing 
the first column . Then, ask students to list questions they still have in the middle column 
and tell them they will attempt to answer the questions as they make their way through 
this issue of Faces.  

EXPLORATORY LEARNING - FLEXIBLE MINI-UNIT DESIGN

MINI-UNIT

ENGAGE READ FOR A 
PURPOSE APPLY

ENGAGE: In this mini-unit, students will work individually to learn about the 
characteristics of Mexico’s past and present cultures and then design and construct a 
puzzle illustrating their understandings. Finally, students will exchange puzzles with 
classmates to compare and contrast what they learned.

Know Want to Know Learned

Faces: The Spirit and People of Mexico © March 2017
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READ FOR A PURPOSE

INTRODUCE THE ACTIVITY: The Precioso Primavera Puzzle In this activity, students will 
work individually to design a puzzle illustrating what they learned about the physical and 
human characteristics of Mexico . After completing their puzzle, students will exchange 
them and compare details illustrated by each puzzle .

MINI-UNIT (cont .)

RETURN TO THE TEXT: Explain to students that before they can design their puzzles, 
they must first continue to build background knowledge . As a class, read “Mexico: The 
Land and Its People” on page 8 of the magazine and complete the first column of the 
“Article Synthesis” graphic organizer on page 17 of this guide . Next, ask students to 
choose two additional articles to read and tell them to complete the second and third 
columns of the organizer . 

Articles Emphasizing Physical Characteristics:

• “Rocking and Rolling with Mexico’s Earthquakes”

• “Migration of the Monarchs”

• “Mexico’s Smoking Mountains”

• “Tulum”

Articles Emphasizing Human Characteristics:

• “MMM-MMM Mexico!”

• “La Dia de los Muertos: A ‘Spirited Holiday’”

• “La Familia: The Heart of Mexican Society”

• “La Muerta: Godmother Death”

(This breakdown will help you address the Essential Question: What unique 
geographic and human characteristics define Mexican culture?)
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APPLY: Characteristics of Mexico Puzzle:  Now that students have spent time reading 
and taking notes, they are ready to design and construct their own puzzle to show what 
they learned about the physical and human characteristics of Mexico . 

MINI-UNIT (cont .)

Materials Needed:

• Blank piece of cardstock for each student  

• Plastic bag or envelope (one per student)

• Crayons, markers, scissors, black fine-tipped markers

STEP 1: Review  Review the K-W-L chart 
from the Engage activity . Ask students 
to complete the L column using their 
notes on the Article Synthesis organizer .

STEP 2: Narrow the Themes  Look over 
the ideas from the bottom section of the 
Article Analysis page . Instruct students 
to eliminate those that might be too 
challenging to illustrate . Ask them to circle 
the ideas they will represent on the puzzle .STEP 3: Rough Draft  Tell students to use 

the back side of the Article Analysis page 
to sketch a rough drawing of what their 
puzzles might look like .

STEP 4: Prepare the Puzzle  Hand out 
cardstock and an envelope to each 
student . Allow time for students to draw 
and color their images on the cardstock . 
Then instruct students to draw lines 
using the fine-tipped markers delineating 
the puzzle pieces . (Set a limit on the 
number of pieces .) Cut the completed 
puzzle into pieces . Tell students to place 
all the pieces in the envelope and put 
their name on the envelope .

STEP 5: Exchange Puzzles  Instruct 
students to exchange puzzles or collect  
all the puzzles and hand them out 
randomly . Tell students to solve the 
new puzzle they’ve been given and 
determine how the new puzzle is similar 
to or different from their own . Return 
the puzzle pieces to the envelope and 
exchange again as time allows .

STEP 6: Integrate Knowledge  Return puzzles to their original owners and as a 
class, discuss the similarities and differences the students noticed . Have students 
fill in the L column of the K-W-L organizer with any new information they learned 
from playing other students’ games and discussing the similarities to and 
differences from their own game . 
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NAME: _________________________

ARTICLE SYNTHESIS GRAPHIC 

  Article 1:                   Article 2:          Article 3:

Notes and  
new things I 
learned:

Possible ideas 
to illustrate
on puzzle:

Faces: The Spirit and People of Mexico © March 2017



18

NAME: _________________________

WHEEL CHART: MOVEMENT IN MEXICO
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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



21 Faces: The Spirit and People of Mexico © March 2017

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


