TEACHER PAGES
Hoover Dam: How a Desert Region Changed Over Time
Lesson plan · Grade 5 · Social Studies & Civics
A 50-minute grade 5 geography lesson tracing how Hoover Dam reshaped the Colorado River, storing water and power that let a dry region's towns and farms grow.
	Time
	50 minutes

	Prep
	Low prep

	Materials
	• Projector or printed map of the Colorado River
• Before-and-after T-chart handout
• Index cards for the exit ticket

	Answer key
	At the end of this document

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



Objectives
1. Students will explain how the characteristics of a desert region changed after Hoover Dam was built.
1. Students will describe how people modified the Colorado River and adapted to a dry environment.
1. Students will name one benefit and one cost of the dam using details from the lesson.

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 build a before-and-after chart of the Colorado River region to explain how a place's environmental and cultural characteristics changed after the dam was built.
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: The lesson has students name specific ways people modified the river and adapted to a hot, dry environment, meeting this standard's focus on human-environment interaction.
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.
Reservoir: A human-made lake, usually created by a dam, that stores water for later. Reservoirs supply cities and farms and help control floods.
Hydropower: Electricity made from moving water, usually water falling through a dam. It is a renewable power source that can start up quickly when the electric grid needs it.
Also: region, modify
Teacher overview
Before Hoover Dam was finished in 1936, the lower Colorado River flooded some years and nearly dried up in others, which made it hard to farm or build cities nearby. The dam changed the region: it held the river back into a large reservoir, Lake Mead, and used the falling water to make electricity. This lesson has students compare the region before and after the dam so they can explain how a place changes over time when people modify a river and adapt to a desert. The teaching goal is for students to see the dam as a human decision with both benefits and costs, not simply as a big structure.
Procedure
Hook (5 min): Project a map of the Colorado River from the Rocky Mountains to the Gulf of California. Ask students what problems people might face living next to a river that floods some years and runs low in others. Record two or three ideas on the board without correcting them yet.
Direct instruction (12 min): Explain that in the 1930s the United States built Hoover Dam on the Colorado River between Nevada and Arizona. Describe three changes in plain terms: the dam holds back water in a reservoir called Lake Mead; stored water can be released steadily to cities and farms even in dry months; and the falling water spins generators that make electricity, called hydropower, with a power plant built to make up to about 2,080 megawatts. Years of drought and low water in Lake Mead have cut how much power the dam makes by about 30 percent. Point to where the dam sits on the map and where the reservoir formed behind it.
Guided practice (15 min): Hand out the before-and-after T-chart. As a class, fill in the "before the dam" column together (unpredictable floods, few large towns, farming was risky). Then have partners fill in the "after the dam" column using the lesson (steadier water supply, electricity for growing cities such as Las Vegas, more farmland with irrigation). Circulate and check that each pair lists at least three "after" changes.
Independent practice (10 min): Ask each student to write two sentences: one naming a benefit the dam brought to the region, and one naming a cost or tradeoff, such as changing the natural river and the land it once flooded. Remind them to use a detail from the T-chart as support.
Closure and exit ticket (8 min): Collect thinking on an index card. Students answer: "Explain one way the region around the Colorado River changed after Hoover Dam was built, and tell whether you think that change was mostly a benefit or mostly a cost." Scan cards to confirm each student names a specific change before dismissal.
Differentiation
Support
Give these students a partly completed T-chart with the "before" column already filled in, so they can focus on identifying the "after" changes. Provide a short word bank (reservoir, electricity, irrigation, floods, farmland) to pull from when writing their two sentences.
Extension
Ask students to add a third column to the chart titled "Questions we still have," listing what they would want to know about who benefited most from the dam and who might have been harmed, such as communities living downstream or along the river before it was flooded.
ELL supports
Pre-teach the words "dam," "reservoir," and "hydropower" with a simple labeled sketch of water held behind a wall and falling through a generator. Allow students to complete the T-chart with short phrases or labeled drawings, and provide sentence frames for the closure: "Before the dam, the region ___. After the dam, the region ___."
Extensions
If your class studies your own state, find the largest dam or reservoir near you and ask a similar question: what was this place like before the dam, and how did it change afterward? Many state water agencies publish short histories of their major reservoirs that a class can read together to compare with the Colorado River story.
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ANSWER KEY · FOR TEACHERS
Hoover Dam: How a Desert Region Changed Over Time
Lesson plan · Grade 5 · Social Studies & Civics
Guided practice T-chart (sample correct responses). Before the dam: the river flooded in wet years and ran low in dry years; large cities and steady farming were difficult; the water supply was unpredictable. After the dam: Lake Mead stored water for release in dry months; hydropower supplied electricity to growing cities; irrigation water reached more farmland; the river below the dam flowed more steadily.
Independent practice (sample). Benefit: the dam gave the region a steady water supply and electricity, which let towns and farms grow. Cost: the dam flooded land behind it to make the reservoir and changed the natural river that plants, animals, and people had depended on.
Exit ticket. Accept any answer that names a specific change (steadier water, new reservoir, electricity, more farming, or a changed natural river) and states a clear opinion about whether it was mostly a benefit or a cost, supported by a reason. Look for a named change rather than a general statement that the dam "helped."
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