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Photo: Ansel Adams. The Tetons and the Snake River (1942) Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming. National Archives and 
Records Administration, Records of the National Park Service. (79-AAG-1)

RIVERS
Throughout human time, rivers have 
offered the essential water that man 
requires for life itself, as well as a 
source of food.  Rivers have made 
transportation of humans and goods 
possible as well as provided a source of 
power. With their great natural beauty, 
rivers have inspired writers and artists 
throughout time.  Average people have 
always found peace and recreation along 
the banks and in the water of rivers.

Since the earliest times, humans have 
lived by rivers and the great civilizations 
have grown up around river banks.  The 
ancient people of Egypt owed their life 
to the Nile, as did the generations of 
people who lived in Mesopotamia in the 
Middle East.  

Today the great cites of the world are 
also know by their neighboring rivers.  
For example, Manhattan, the great North 
American city is flanked by two rivers: 
the Hudson and the East River.  
Paris, a city in Europe which has seen 
much history, sits on either side of the 
Seine River.  In South America, the vast 
area of the Amazon enhances 
settlements of all sizes in its huge 
watershed.  

In the wilderness, rivers are no less important: they support and 
create ecosystems for all kinds of animals, insects and plant life. 

Some rivers and the environments around them have suffered in the 
modern age, with industrial deposits of waste and other kinds of 

pollution.  Sometimes the attempts to dam and redirect water has 
made surrounding wildlife suffer.  Today environmentalists are 

working to restore affected rivers areas to a cleaner and more 
habitable state for both humans and wildlife.  



RIVER TERMS AND THEIR DEFINITIONS
It is impossible to talk about rivers, or learn about them, 
without knowing some terms that relate to rivers.  
Here are just a few terms!  Can you come up with other terms?

RIVER  A natural flowing stream, most often fresh water, that moves towards a 
sea, a lake, and ocean or another river.  

SOURCE The furthest point of a river away from its mouth, at its origin or 
beginning. 

MOUTH  The part of a river that flows into another body of water.

WATERSHED or DRAINAGE BASIN An area of land where all the surface 
water drains into a larger body of water.  Smaller streams join larger ones that 
eventually lead to a lake or ocean.

ESTUARY An area of water where a river joins the ocean.  Here there is brackish 
water: a mix of freshwater and saline, or salty, seawater.

FLOODING  This occurs when excess water causes a river to overflow its banks.  
Snow melt or extreme precipitation can cause flooding.

DELTA  A landform that is caused by the gradual build up of sediment carried by a 
river where the river flows into another large body of water, like an estuary, 
the ocean, sea or reservoir.  

The following 
presentation is an 

introduction to the 

RIO GRANDE,
 one of Earth’s rivers, 

with some 
information about 

mapping, geography, 
people and animals of 

its surrounding area. 



Professor Earthworm

Make a compass rose for 
your map by following the 

directions HERE!

RIO GRANDE
The Rio Grande flows from the San Juan 

Mountains in the state of Colorado to the Gulf 
of Mexico.  A very unique feature defines this 

river: it forms the boundary between the 
countries of the United States and Mexico.  
Although its length varies depending on the 
shifts of water, it has been measured as a 

little less than 1900 miles long.

In the higher elevations of Colorado the river 
flows freely.  However, when the river 

reaches the south approaching the Texas 
border, the low lands and desert conditions 
have weaken the flow of the river.  In some 

areas the river has been diverted for 
irrigation and dams have been built to try to 

create better flow.  In some areas the river is 
very narrow and has very little force.  Due to 
the slower flow and less water, some southern 

sections of the river have been called the 
“Forgotten River”. What once flowed freely is 

now only feet wide in certain sections with 
little or no flow at all.

RIO GRANDE means “Big River” in English.  
Since the word “River” or “Rio” is already in 

the Spanish name, it is truly not necessary to 
call it the RIO GRANDE RIVER, but that is 
often what it is called in the United States!
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This detail from an old map is 
from the era of exploration.  

The map was 
made in the year 1718 by the 

French mapmaker
Guillaume de L’Isle who lived 
in Paris.  His portrait is shown 

here at left. 
It is interesting to see an old 
map that was not as accurate 
as maps we use today.  The 

outlines of the coastline of the 
land and the path of the RO 
GRANDE was a depiction of 

what explorers knew 
at the time.   

GREAT AMERICAN RIVER



Taos Pueblo:  Karol M, Creative Commons

Pueblo style buildings have been 
built in the Rio Grande area by 

native people for centuries.  They are 

typically multi-unit buildings, with 
multiple levels, that are arranged 

around a shared central area or 
plaza.  They are entered from the 

roof by ladders. 

Pueblos are made from a kind of 

mud brick called adobe.  Adobe is 
formed from a mix of sand, clay and 

water and reinforced by the addition 

of grasses or straw.  The Taos Pueblo 
in New Mexico, shown at upper left, 

is very old and was probably built 
some time between 1000 and 1450 

CE.  Native people still live in it 

today, making it one of the oldest 
structures in the United States to be 

continuously occupied.  

This old postcard from around 1940 shows 
the outside of the Taos pueblo building.  

TAOS PUEBLO 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/deed.en


Map: Traumrune, Creative Commons

1.  What state(s) does this part of the 
river flow through?  Can you locate 
this section of the Rio Grande on a 
larger map? 

2.  What native American tribes can be 
found in this area?

3. Name the tributaries of the Rio 
Grande that are represented on this 
map. 

4.  The person who drew this map 
indicated at the right that a certain 
distance is 160 kilometers.  How 
many miles does this represent?

This hand drawn map shows a stretch of the Rio Grande. 

Many cities along this part of the river are 

home to old pueblo buildings.

ON THE MAP!

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en


BLIND CAVE FISH
Just as their name suggests, the blind cave fish of the Rio Grande is an eyeless species.  
This unique fish, also known as Mexican tetra, has no need for eyes because it lives in 
deep dark caves. Since they are not exposed to sunlight, they have no pigment in their 

skin and have a pale pinkish white color.  These fish also have poor hearing so they 
navigate by sensing water current vibrations.

The blind Cave fish is a carnivorous scavenger that feeds on the carcasses of dead fish, 
aquatic insects and crustaceans. Although they are relatively small, they have a strong 

bite for their size.  This blind fish is an excellent example of how a species can evolve in 
response to its surroundings. 

He won’t spot me here!



SPELLING WORDS 

eyeless
algae

diverted
navigate

depth
active
spawn

VOCABULARY WORDS 
Turn your map over and 

define these words!

scavenger
cave

pigmentation
adapt

instinct
Rio

evolve
carnivorous

RIO GRANDE RIVER
PRINT THIS PAGE:

 COLOR AND LABEL THE MAP, BOTH LANDFORMS AND WATER.

 ADD A COMPASS ROSE 
TO YOUR MAP! DO THE ACTIVITIES AND COLOR

THE BLIND RIVER FISH

BLIND RIVER FISH
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BLIND RIVER FISH



 Do some research 
and see what this 

area of the national 
park holds: minerals, 
animals, structures, 

and plants.  
Write a short essay 
about why you would 
like to go there, how 
you would get to the 

park, and what the 
best time to visit 

would be.   

RIVER 
IN 
THE 
CANYON

The Rio Grande River cuts through the 
Santa Elena Canyon in Big Bend National 

Park, Texas.  
Native Americans occupied land in this 
area for thousands of years.  Mexicans 

and Spaniards panned 
for gold in the river here.



DESPITE ALL OBSTACLES: 
LASALLE AND THE CONQUEST OF THE 

MISSISSIPPI 
by Joan Elizabeth Goodman

La Salle made his way from Eastern Canada to 
the Great Lakes traveling by canoe down the 

Mississippi to the Gulf of Mexico. This vast 
unexplored wilderness was controlled by the 

fierce Iroquois. Through one setback after 
another, La Salle kept on going.  Part 

adventure, part biography, this book is the 
fascinating story of this stubborn and 

courageous man !

THE LAST RIVER: JOHN WESLEY 
POWELL & THE COLORADO RIVER 

EXPLORING EXPEDITION 
by Stuart Waldman

This book is an inspiring adventure that 
brings history to life. Major John Wesley 
Powell was a small, bookish, one-armed 

geology professor. Powell's twin passions -- 
adventure and scientific exploration -- drew 

him to the Colorado River.  
Excerpts from journals of crew members 

personalize the gripping text. Original 
paintings and a fold-out map allows the 

reader to simultaneously follow the 
expedition's route and its adventures.

RIVER READING!
BOOKS ABOUT RIVER EXPEDITIONS ARE INSPIRING!   

JAVIER’S DREAM by Linda Sibley
Javier sits on the banks of the Rio Grande River 

and dreams of living in the United States.



A young Indian 
woman, 
accompanied by her 
infant and cruel 
husband, 
experiences joy and 
heartbreak when she 
joins the Lewis and 
Clark Expedition 
seeking a way to the 
Pacific

Streams to the River, 
River to the sea: a 
novel of Sacagawea 

by Scott O'Dell

We're Sailing Down the Nile 

We're Roaming in the Rainforest: An Amazon Adventure
         both by Laurie Krebs



Yukon River 
Ghost: A Girl's 
Ghost Town 
Adventure 
by Keith Halliday

An idyllic Yukon 
River trip turns into a 
mysterious adventure 
as the kids discover a 
gold rush ghost town 
that seems to have a 
ghost!

Along Alaska's Great 
River 
by
Frederick Scwhatka
A great river expedition.....

DOWN THE YUKON
by Will Hobbs  

The great race across Alaska!
As Dawson City goes up in 
flames, Jason Hawthorn 
itches to join the new rush 
for gold in Nome, 1,700 
miles away.



The following THREE STATE MAPS are those that 
have the RIO GRANDE as a part of the state 

or a boundary.

STUDY EACH OF THE FOLLOWING STATE MAPS 
AND SEE WHERE THE RIO GRANDE FLOWS IN 
RELATION TO EACH.  

WHERE IS THE RIO GRANDE A BOUNDARY 
BETWEEN COUNTRIES?

IS THE RIVER PASS THROUGH OR NEAR ANY 
NOTABLE GEOGRAPHIC FEATURES, LIKE 
MOUNTAINS 

WHAT OTHER RIVERS ARE IN EACH STATE?  
















