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DESERT

Deserts are the driest places on Earth.  Even though we tend to think of deserts as torrid 
sand covered locations, these geographic areas can also be bitterly cold.  

Humans have always found it challenging to live in desert environments, and have lived at 
the outer edges of many deserts where agriculture and raising of animals is possible.  Often  
people who live in arid areas are forced to be nomads, moving from place to place to take 
advantage of seasonal weather.  A surprising number of plants and animals have adapted 
to the harsh inhospitable conditions of both hot and cold deserts.   

The surface of a 
desert can be 
formed of sand, 
ice, small stones 
or large rocks. 

The definition of 
a desert is that it  
receives less 
than 10 inches 
of precipitation 
a year: that 
precipitation 
can be either 
rain or snow.  



DESERT TERMS AND THEIR DEFINITIONS

These terms and their definitions will help you to understand some of the aspect of desert areas. 

DESERT A region that receives very low amounts of precipitation.

HOT DESERT  A region with very high temperatures, a great deal of evaporation of moisture, and 
often high winds, conditions that are inhospitable for life.

COLD DESERTS
1. A COLD DESERT region is often separated from the ocean or body of water by a mountain range  

which blocks weather systems that produce moisture.  The area beyond the mountain range  remains 
very dry.  Often this a called a “Rain Shadow” and can affect cold as well as hot deserts.

2. A POLAR DESERT has moisture carried away by high winds and there are snow dunes instead of 
sand dunes.  

SAND Small dry particles of minerals and rock that are part of many hot deserts which form dunes.  

DUNE  Masses of sand or snow that are moved and shaped by weather, wind and gravity.

The following presentation is an introduction to 
the SONORAN DESERT, one of Earth’s great 

deserts, with some information about mapping, 
geography, people and animals of its 

surrounding area. 



THE SONORAN DESERT

The Sonoran Desert is the hottest desert in North America.  It is located in the 
southwestern United States and northwestern Mexico.  It covers part of the American 

states of Arizona and California, as well as the Mexican states of Sonora, Baha California, 
and Baha California Sur.  The smaller Colorado Desert is part of the Sonoran Desert, and 

is known for the unique vegetation and wildlife not found anywhere else in the world. 

 The Sonoran Desert is to the east of another desert, the Baha California Desert. To the 

north are deserts that are much colder, due to their higher elevations:  these are the 
Mojave, Great Basin and Colorado Plateau deserts.  



Map by URBAN, Wikipedia Commons 

This map shows the outline of 
the Sonoran Desert with the

 US and Mexican States clearly 
marked.

The ocean and desert “KEY” are 
given in another language: can 

you pronounce these words, and 
what do they mean?

What river shown on the map 
intersects the Sonoran Desert? 

ON THE MAP!
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Desert land in Sonora, Mexico
Where is Sonora on the map at left?  

What are the states located on the large PENINSULA in western Mexico?

What American States can you see in the section of the USA at left?  

The Sonoran Desert covers approximately 
280,000 square kilometers: how many square miles is that?

NEIGHBORS!



Desert tortoises can be found in the western parts of the United States, mainly in the Sonoran Desert. 
These reptiles have been known to live up to 50 years in the wild. They live primarily in burrows, which are 
underground tunnels that they dig. Most of their lives are spent in these underground burrows in order to 
deal with the heat of the desert. Due to the lack of water in the desert, these tortoises can store large 
amounts of fluid in their bodies. They can actually survive up to a year without access to water. The 
tortoises forage in the spring and eat primarily grass and wildflowers. Since the 1950’s, populations have 
decreased substantially, contributing to their vulnerable status.

DESERT TORTOISE



DESERT 
TORTOISE
SPELLING

behavior
composite

inactive
hibernation

subterranean
environment

beneficial
reliance
calcium

temperature
tunnel

herbivore
slow

burrow
gravel
shelter

maturation

DESERT TORTOISE
VOCABULARY

reptile
herbivore

subterranean
underground

shelters
carapace
grazing
nests
eggs
den

sniffing
forage
gentle

foothills
domed (shells)

DESERT TORTOISE



DESERT TORTOISE



Smaller deserts within the larger Sonoran 
Desert each have their own characteristics.

The Yuha Desert is known for its endangered Flat Tail Lizard, 

The Yuma Desert has large sand dunes.

The Tonopah Desert bordered by the Big Horn Mountains 

The Gran Desierto de Altar has what is known as Star Dunes.

The Colorado Desert has unique flora and fauna

The Colorado Desert

Choose one of these 
smaller deserts 

within the Sonoran 
Desert and find out 

more about it.  
Write about it for 

presentation in your 
class!

SMALL 
INSIDE 
LARGE!



The Saguaro Cactus is a plant that it is associated 
with the Sonoran Desert.  It has branching “arms” 
that give it a distinctive look.  

In this old photo we see some native Americans 
gathering the fruit of the Saguaro.  
Life in the desert was very harsh.  

SONORAN FLORA!



This photo shows an up-close 
detail of the surface of 
another type of cactus from 
the Sonoran Desert: 
The Organ Pipe Cactus.  
Research to find out what 
this cactus looks like and 
draw a picture of 
its unique structure!

The photo below is of a JOSHUA TREE, a plant 
of the Sonoran Desert.  A national park is 

named after this tree.  Do some research to 
find out more about it, and the park that 

shares its name! 

MORE 
SONORAN

FLORA!
Night-blooming 

cactus, 

sacred datura, 

and the creosote 

bush....

just come of the flora 

to be found in the 

Sonoran Desert.

Research to find 
out some of the 
other qualities of 
this unique flora 
of the desert.

What other kinds 
of native plants 
are unique to the 
Sonoran Desert.   



The photo, above right, called CACTUS, 

ARIZONA DESERT, was taken by the 

American photographer Carleton 

Watkins in 1880.  In his time, only rare 

individuals or professional 

photographers had cameras. They were 

large, bulky, hard-to-carry devices, with 

frames often made out of wood. Photos 

were taken with individual plates that 

had to be inserted carefully and 

awkwardly into the camera.  The photos 

were developed in a darkroom and 

painstakingly printed.  Black and white 

was the only option. 

Today we can take very high quality 

color pictures with small devices -- even  

a tiny camera or a phone! 

The photo at right, a very similar scene in the 
Sonoran Desert near Maricopa, Arizona, 

might have been taken with a pocket sized 
digital camera!

SAME PLACE, 
DIFFERENT TIME!



KANGAROO RAT

CACTUS WREN

SPADEFOOT TOAD
Photo: Takwish, Creative Commons

SONORAN 
DESERT 
CREATURES!

Photo: Alan Vernon, Creative Commons
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REGIONS and 
STATES of 
MEXICO

What are the Mexican states 
where the Sonoran Desert is 

located?



4

Copyright CartoCraze 2010

46

REGIONS and 
STATES of 
MEXICO



The Golden Dream of Carlo 
Chuchio 
by Lloyd Alexander
The young adventurer Carlo 
Chuchio encounters many curious 
people while seeking hidden 
treasure on the Road of Golden 
Dreams in the desert. 
With Baksheesh, the world's worst 
camel-puller, Carlo leads a caravan 
through the realm of Keshavar and 
risks his life for a prize that may 
not even exist.  

A girl and her mother plan a 
walking trip through the 

southwestern desert of the 
United States.  

THE DESERT 
IS THEIRS
by Byrd 
Baylor

A prize-winner 
that describes 
the flora and 
fauna of the 
southwestern 
American 
desert.  

DESERT MAMMALS 
by Elaine Landau

Students can learn more about all 
the animals that thrive in desert 

environments.

DESERT READING!












