TEACHER PAGES
Garnet Falls Over Time: Three Scenes of a Mill Town
Lesson plan · Grade 5 · Social Studies & Civics
A grade 5 geography lesson comparing three eras of Garnet Falls, a fictional mill town, to explain how a riverfront and the ways people use it change over time.
	Time
	45 minutes

	Prep
	Low prep

	Materials
	• Printed or projected era descriptions
• Chart paper
• Markers

	License
	Public domain (CC0). Copy, edit, and share freely, without attribution.



Objectives
1. Students will describe how the riverfront of a mill town changed across three eras.
1. Students will explain why early mills were built beside a waterfall.
1. Students will give one reason the town's use of the river changed after the mills closed.

Standards
D2.Geo.5.3-5 (C3 Framework): Explain how the cultural and environmental characteristics of places change over time.
How this material addresses it: Students compare the 1841, 1902, and present-day scenes of Garnet Falls and explain how the riverfront's buildings, work, and character changed across the three eras.
D2.Geo.4.3-5 (C3 Framework): Explain how culture influences the way people modify and adapt to their environments.
How this material addresses it: During the change-map step, students explain how each era's people modified the falls, from the first wooden mill dam to today's restored riverwalk, to meet their needs.
Vocabulary
Dam: A strong wall built across a river to hold back water. Dams store water for people and farms, help prevent floods, and can make electricity.
Also: water power, mill, era, riverfront
Teacher overview
Garnet Falls is a fictional river town used for this lesson, and its story follows a pattern that shaped many real American towns: people settled beside a waterfall because falling water could turn wheels and do work, long before electric power was available. Students examine written scenes of the same riverfront in 1841, in 1902, and today, then chart what appeared, what disappeared, and why. The lesson builds the geographic habit of reading a place as something that changes over time rather than as something fixed.
Procedure
Hook (5 min): Ask students to picture a waterfall on a river and list what falling water could do for people who had no electricity and no engines. Collect ideas on the board. Guide the class toward the idea that falling water can push and turn things, which means it can grind grain and saw logs.
Era study (15 min): Divide the class into small groups and give each group the three era scenes for the town of Garnet Falls. In 1841, the scene shows a wooden dam at the falls, a gristmill grinding grain, a sawmill cutting boards, a dirt road, and a handful of houses. In 1902, the scene shows a taller stone dam, two brick textile mills with tall windows, a mill pond behind the dam, rows of small worker houses, a rail line beside the river, and a crowded main street. In the present-day scene, the mills have become apartments and shops, the mill pond is edged by a public park, a walking path follows the river, and people fish below the old dam. Groups read all three scenes and underline every detail that involves the river.
Change map (10 min): Each group divides chart paper into three columns, one per era, and lists what stood on the riverfront in each. Below the columns, groups write two sentences: one naming something that appeared and later disappeared, and one naming something that stayed through all three eras.
Class discussion (10 min): Bring groups together and discuss three questions. Why did the first settlers build exactly at the falls instead of a mile downstream? Why did the town grow so much larger by 1902? When the mills closed, why did the town turn the riverfront into a park instead of leaving it empty? Press students to use details from the scenes rather than guesses.
Exit ticket (5 min): Each student writes one sentence naming a change in the Garnet Falls riverfront and one sentence explaining a reason for that change. Collect the tickets and scan them to see whether students connect changes to the needs of the people in each era.
Differentiation
Support
Give groups a partially completed change map with the 1841 column filled in, so they only need to complete the 1902 and present-day columns. Read the era scenes aloud to the group while students follow along and underline.
Extension
Ask students to write a fourth scene describing the Garnet Falls riverfront fifty years from now, keeping at least one feature from today and explaining what need the new features would serve.
ELL supports
Pre-teach mill, dam, and riverfront with quick sketches on the board, and label the three eras with both years and simple tags such as "first mills," "big factory town," and "park and apartments." Allow the exit ticket to be a labeled drawing with a caption instead of two full sentences.
Extensions
Invite students to ask an older family member or neighbor how a downtown, waterfront, or main street they know has changed during their lifetime, then share one change with the class and compare it with what happened at Garnet Falls.
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