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HistoryGeographyCivics

Some museums 
have exhibits on 
American Indians. 
These headdresses are 
displayed in a museum 
in Los Angeles, CA.

To learn about the first people in California, 

historians study many different things. They may look 

at artifacts such as clothing, baskets, or tools. They 

may research what an area’s weather and land was 

like at the time American Indians lived there. They 

may read journals that were written by European 

settlers. What other sources can historians study?

You can also learn 

about the first people 

who lived in your 

area. You could read 

books at a library or 

search the Internet 

for information. It is 

important to make sure 

the sources you use 

are trustworthy. They 

should be based on 

facts or research, not 

on opinion. 

READ & DO

The First People in 
Your Community
You just learned about the cultures of three groups of California Indians. The 
areas where these groups lived had different climates and natural resources. 
What was life like for the first people in your community?
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Write down questions 
that you have about 
the first people in 
your area.

Asking Questions

First, let’s focus on the big question: Who were 

the first people in my community? Research two or 

more sources to learn the answer. If there was more 

than one group in your area, pick one to research. 

For example, suppose you live in Tahoe City. You 

might research the Washoe people, who lived in this 

area before settlers came. 

Next, think of questions that will help you learn 

about the culture and life of these people. Write 

down each question on a notecard. Some questions 

you might ask are: What was the geography of 

where they lived? What natural resources were 

nearby? What kinds of homes did they live in? What 

were the group’s religious beliefs?

At least one question should be about the natural 

resources the group used. Geography, climate, food, 

and religion are some other topics you might choose 

to research. 
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You can learn about 
where you live by looking 
at pictures and maps. 
What physical features 
do you see in this picture 
of Lake Tahoe?

Researching Your Community

Now it is time to find some answers! Remember, 

the sources you use should be trustworthy. For 

example, books written by historians are often 

based on fact. Museums that focus on California 

Indian cultures can also be rich with information. 

Many museums have Web sites with articles and 

historic pictures. Looking at maps is helpful for 

answering questions on geography.

On your notecards, write down facts that help 

answer your questions. You might even draw 

graphs, maps, or pictures. Be sure to write down all 

the sources you used.

For the Washoe Indians, you might look at a map 

of Lake Tahoe and write down the physical features 

you see. You might go to a museum Web site and 

take notes on Washoe baskets. Where else could 

you look for information?
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These Washoe Indians 
are making a rabbit skin 
quilt. What resources do 
you see in this image? 

How Geography Affected the First People

Once you have finished your research, answer the 

question: How did the geography of my community 

affect the first people there? 

Study the notes you took. Then write an answer 

to this question, supporting it with your research. 

At the end, include a page that lists all of the sources 

you used.

Suppose you were writing on the Washoe Indians. 

Your answer might include that they lived near a 

lake and lots of trees. They ate local food such as 

fish, deer, acorns, and pine nuts. Their summer 

houses were made of local resources like willow 

reeds. Their winter houses were layered with bark 

and had a fire pit inside. Freezing winters in the area 

meant that Washoe people had to get and store food 

in the fall to last through the cold months. 

Take a moment to 

think about how your 

community uses its 

natural resources 

today. Is there a 

lake that people use 

to sail? Are there 

mountains where 

people go hiking? 

Learning about your 

area’s history helps 

you see how much 

geography shapes a 

community. ◆
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R E A D  &  D O
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Part 1: If you wanted to learn about the life and culture of an 
American Indian group that lived in your community, what 
questions would you ask? Write five questions you would ask 
to learn more about this group.

Part 2: Choose one of the questions you wrote, and write a 
one-paragraph answer to it. Use multiple resources to help 
you answer the question.

Where I found this information:

EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Social Studies Alive! California’s Communities, 
Lesson 4, American Indians in California. Full support, including a ready to teach 
slideshow and related reading, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

https://www.teachtci.com/

