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How to Use This Guide
Welcome! This course is designed for nature lovers 
and outdoor skeptics alike. It will reveal the incredible 
geography of the United States; introduce mapping, 
directions, landforms, national parks, and inspire 
outdoor adventures to apply your student’s newfound 
knowledge. Discover ecosystems, biomes, and 
ecological principles as you explore the mountain 
ranges, deserts, rivers, glaciers, plains, islands, sea-
like lakes, rainforests, and various flora and fauna 
to be found in the United States. Whether through 
beautifully filmed videos, muddy field trips, or hands-
on experiments, your student will cultivate a lifelong 
love of exploration, adventure, and an appreciation of 
the natural world. This gentle approach to geography 
is designed to ignite your child’s curiosity as you 
experience the natural wonders of our magnificent 
country.   

This geography program is written for fourth through 
sixth graders, and it is designed to be introductory 
and adaptable. Important concepts, ideas, and terms 
are introduced and reinforced throughout the study as 
students read exciting and inspiring stories, work on 
their maps, and create a glossary of geographic terms 
as well as study ecosytems and biomes. This course 
is discussion—and narration—based with mapping, 
hands-on projects, and outings expanding upon ideas 
introduced in the stories. Remember, this is your 
guide, not your taskmaster. The suggested activities 
are optional, so feel free to customize the course to 
best suit your family’s learning style.  

To get the most out of this study, please read through 
the following carefully.  

This study is divided into six sections. The first section 
covers the purpose and foundational elements of 
geography, and the following five sections delve into 
specific regions of the United States. At the beginning 
of each section, you will find a book list under the 
heading “Rabbit Trails.”  

Rabbit Trails: These are lists of suggested books
at the beginning of each section. You will also find 
a comprehensive list beginning on page 102. Use 
them as a guide to check out books from your local 
library. These books are optional, and if you want more 
guidance for finding books set in specific states, the 
following are excellent resources: 

www.storiesofcolor.com 
www.thesurlyhousewife.com/state-books-for-kids 
www.diversebookfinder.org 
www.readaloudrevival.com 
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PART FIVE

The West
ALASKA, CALIFORNIA, 
COLORADO, HAWAII, IDAHO, 
MONTANA, NEVADA, OREGON, 
UTAH, WASHINGTON, WYOMING 
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Rabbit Trails
This is a curated list of stories that take place in the 
West. Some of the titles are simply good fictional 
stories, while others contain historical, cultural, 
and/or geographic information. As always, preview 
stories for content. You know your student best, and 
some stories contain depictions of difficult subjects. 
Stories range from third through seventh grade 
reading and content level. 

By the Great Horn Spoon! by Sid Fleischman 
(California)
This classic rollicking adventure about the 
California Gold Rush and one determined 12-year-
old is great fun to read aloud.

Dragonwings by Laurence Yep  (California)
Inspired by the story of a Chinese immigrant who 
created a flying machine in 1909, Dragonwings 
touches on the struggles and dreams of Chinese 
immigrants in San Francisco.

Dust of Eden by Mariko Nagai (Idaho)
“We lived under a sky so blue in Idaho right near 
the towns of Hunt and Eden but we were not 
welcomed there.” In early 1942, 13-year-old Mina 
and her Japanese-American family are sent to an 
internment camp in Idaho.

Gentle Ben by Walt Morey (Alaska)
The Alaskan wilderness is a lonely place for Mark 
Andersen, especially after the death of his brother, 
Jamie. But in time, Mark finds someone else to 
love–Ben, a huge Alaskan brown bear.

Julie and the Wolves by Jean Craighead George, 
illustrated by John Schoenherr (Alaska)
This is the classic about a girl lost on the Alaskan 
tundra and the wolves that helped her survive.

Island of the Blue Dolphins 
by Scot O’Dell (California)
This is the Newberry Medal-winning story of a 
12-year-old girl who lives alone on a Pacific island.
Isolated for 18 years, Karana forages for food,
builds weapons to fight predators, clothes herself
in a cormorant feathered skirt, and finds strength
and peace in her seclusion.

I Witness: Hard Gold: The Colorado Gold Rush 
of 1859: A Tale of the Old West by Avi 
(Colorado) 
Early Whitcomb’s family needs a miracle. Their Iowa 
farm has been in the family for generations, but a 
drought has left them in danger of foreclosure. Can 
gold in Colorado be the answer? 

Kavik the Wolf Dog by Walt Morey (Alaska)
A wolf-dog instinctively travels 2000 miles from 
Washington to Alaska to return to the boy who 
once saved his life.

Naya Nuki: Shoshoni Girl Who Ran 
by Kenneth Thomasma, 
illustrated by Eunice Hundley (Montana) 
After being taken prisoner by an enemy tribe, a 
Shoshoni girl escapes and makes a thousand-mile 
journey through the wilderness to find her own 
people.

Firefall on El Capitan, 
Yosemite National Park
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Paper Wishes by Lois Sepahban (Washington) 
This is a moving novel about a girl whose family is 
relocated to a Japanese internment camp during 
World War II.

Princess Ka’iulani: Hope of a Nation, 
Heart of a People by Sharon Linnea (Hawaii)
This biography tells the story of Hawaii’s last heir to 
the throne who was denied her right to rule when 
the monarchy was abolished.

Sacagawea by Liselotte Erdrich, 
illustrated by Julie Buffalohead (Idaho) 
Taking a rare look beyond the myths and legends 
surrounding Sacagawea’s life, this extraordinary 
illustrated history recounts the known facts about a 
remarkable woman and her contribution to one of 
America’s greatest journeys of exploration.

Stampede for Gold: The Story of the Klondike 
Rush by Pierre Berton (Alaska)
The Klondike gold rush in Alaska, which occurred 
between 1896 and 1899, was one of the strangest 
outbreaks of “gold fever” ever to take place. 

The Haymeadow by Gary Paulsen (Wyoming) 
14-year-old John Barron is asked, like his father
and grandfather before him, to spend the summer
taking care of their sheep in the haymeadow. 6000
sheep. John will be alone, except for two horses,
four dogs, and all those sheep.

The Year of Miss Agnes by Kirkpatrick Hill (Alaska)
10-year-old Frederika does not have much faith that
the new teacher in town will last very long. After all,
they never do. Most teachers who come to their
one-room schoolhouse in remote Alaska leave at
the first smell of fish, claiming that life there is just
too hard.

When the Circus Came to Town by Laurence Yep, 
illustrated by Suling Wang (Montana)
Based on actual events that occurred in the 
early 20th Century, two-time Newbery Honor 
author Laurence Yep’s novel captures both the 
overwhelming pain of being different and the 
simple comfort in finding the community to which 
you belong.

Wildheart: The Daring Adventures of John Muir 
by Julie Bertagna, illustrated by William Goldsmith 
(Western United States)
Told for the first time in a graphic novel, this is 
the exciting life story of John Muir—who sailed 
to America as a boy and ended up changing the 
world.

Section Project: Biomes/Biospheres
Check out the following video on ecosystems and 
biospheres: “Ecosystems and Biomes | Kids Learn 
About Ecosystems and Biomes | Real World Science 
Videos” on the Harmony Square YouTube channel. 
Once you have watched the video, either draw a 
picture or write a description of the seven biomes 
covered in this video lesson. The following video 
has great tips for drawing the biomes found in North 
America: “North America Kids Drawing Tutorial + 
Biomes Vocabulary | Geography Art Activity” on the 
learningcraft YouTube channel. 

Learn even more about ecosystems by watching 
“Understanding Ecosystems for Kids: Producers, 
Consumers, Decomposers – FreeSchool” on the 
FreeSchool YouTube channel. 

Dig even deeper with a story about an enclosed 
ecosystem that has not been watered since the 
1970s.

www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/
article-2267504/The-sealed-bottle-garden-
thriving-40-years-fresh-air-water.html 

If the story above interests you, take your lesson 
further and build your own closed ecosystem using 
www.thegeoexchange.org/carboncycle/projects/
bottle-ecosystem.html. 

You could also create a diorama of a biome. Use this 
website to explore the different types of biomes: 
https://outforia.com/types-of-biomes. 
Choose a biome that you find fascinating and visit 
the website below for inspiration. 

https://www.brighthubeducation.com/science-
fair-projects/94117-how-to-make-a-biome-
diorama
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Lake McDonald Glacier National Park, Montata 

Explore Your World
Glacier National Park  
Plan your visit: www.nps.gov/glac/index.htm.  

Video tour: “Top 10 Reasons to Visit Glacier National 
Park” on the Rock the Park YouTube channel 

Culinary Connection
Idaho’s state vegetable is the potato. The Idaho
Potato Commission shares well over 1000 recipes!

https://idahopotato.com/recipes 

Peregrine Falcon, 
Idaho State Raptor
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Lesson 26
1. It is time to head west! Begin a new section in
your notebook titled “The West” and list the states
we will be studying in this section: Alaska, California,
Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Montana, Nevada,
Oregon, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming. Read
about this section of the United States on pages
126-131 of The United States Atlas.

2. The Hidatsa, whom we read about in Buffalo Bird
Girl, allied themselves with the Mandan. The Mandan 
helped the Lewis and Clark Corps of Discovery
when they made their way from the Mississippi River
to the Oregon Coast, vastly expanding the territory
claimed by the United States after the Louisiana
Purchase. Take a look at the map of the Lewis and
Clark Expedition in the Picture Packet to see how
they traveled through Mandan and Hidatsa lands.
They probably encountered villages very similar
to Like-a-Fishhook Village. In South Dakota, their
Shoshone guide, Sacagawea, joined the Corps.
Let’s follow Sacagawea from North Dakota to the
Pacific Ocean. Trace the Lewis and Clark Expedition
on the map, naming the states they passed through.
Of course, these were not states when they traveled
through them, but we will now leave the Dakotas to
head to Idaho and Montana. Read about these two
states on pages 140-143 of The United States Atlas.   

3. Look up the following terms in Geography: An
Illustrated A-Z Glossary and record them in your
notebook with either the definition or a drawing:

crevasse glacier   
ice sheet moraine

4. As we move further west, you will see that the
number of national parks dramatically increases. We
will look at a few of these in detail, but we cannot
cover all of them. In the Explore Your World sections, 
you will find links to sites and video tours of all the 
national parks in the western United States. Let’s 
check out Craters of the Moon National Monument 
and Preserve and Glacier National Park.

“Craters of the Moon | Idaho” on the Rock the 
Park YouTube channel 

“Glacier National Park, Montana, USA [Amazing 
Places 4K]” on the Amazing Places on Our 
Planet YouTube channel 

“Going to the Sun Road Glacier National Park” 
on the Rock the Park YouTube channel 

5. Locate and label Idaho and Montana on the
United States map. Color in the states and label the
following landmarks:

Billings, MT  
Boise City, ID (capital)  
Glacier National Park 
Great Falls, MT 
Helena, MT (capital) 
Meridian, ID 
Missoula, MT 
Nampa, ID 
Rocky Mountains (Use pages 8-9 of The United 
States Atlas to add the whole range to the 
map.) 

6. Create a notebook page featuring key facts about
Idaho and Montana. Decorate this page with images 
or watercolors of the state symbols, animals, birds,
or plants. Use the downloadable Picture Packet, if
desired.

7 7

Dig Deeper
See a portion of the United States that has remained 
nearly untouched since Sacagawea led Lewis and 
Clark through it! The following video shows a family 
traveling through Montana’s Upper Missouri River 
Breaks National Monument. 

www.americanprairie.org/news-blog/through-
breaks 

Earlier in this course, we learned about erosion, 
transportation, and deposition and how these 
processes create landforms. Watch the following 
video for a quick review: “How do glaciers shape the 
landscape? Animation from geog.1 Kerboodle.” on 
the Oxford Education YouTube channel.  

Learn more about river formation and rivers in Idaho.

https://sciencetrek.org/sciencetrek/topics/
rivers/facts.cfm 
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Explore Your World
Pacific Northwesterners love their outdoor activities 
and adventures! With such a rich array of landscapes 
and topography, it is easy to see why. Check out the 
following parks via the video tours, or plan your own 
trip using the National Parks Service links.  

Crater Lake National Park:
www.nps.gov/crla/index.htm 

Video tour: “ Crater Lake National Park 360 Video 
Tour with Dierks Bentley | Parks 101” on the Find 
Your Park YouTube channel 

Mount Rainier National Park: 
www.nps.gov/mora/index.htm 

Video tour: “ Mount Rainier, Summer in 4K - 
National Park, Washington State - Short Preview” 
on the 4K Relaxation Channel on YouTube 

North Cascades National Park: 
www.nps.gov/noca/index.htm 

Video tour: “North Cascades National Park | The 
World in 4K | Travel + Leisure” on the Travel + 
Leisure YouTube channel 

Olympic National Park: 
www.nps.gov/olym/index.htm  

Video tour: OLYMPIC NATIONAL PARK Washington 
(STUNNING 4 Minutes)” on the More Than Just 
Parks YouTube channel 

North Cascades National Park, 
Washington

Culinary Connection
Oregon’s state nut is the hazelnut, and its fruit
is the pear. Taste of Home combines both in the 
following delectable recipe.

www.tasteofhome.com/recipes/chocolate-pear-
hazelnut-tart

Washington’s state fruit is the apple, and the
Pioneer Woman shows you how to turn those 
apples into fritters. 

www.thepioneerwoman.com/food-cooking/
recipes/a8907/apple-fritters 
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Lesson 27
1. Take another look at the Lewis and Clark Ex-
pedition map in the Picture Packet. Tracking their 
path through Montana and Idaho, you can see that 
the last portion of their trip followed a river between 
what is now Oregon and Washington. Turn to 
page 129 in The United States Atlas and locate the 
Snake River in the southeastern part of Washington. 
Follow it until it meets up with the Columbia River. 
Sacagawea led the expedition along this path out 
to the Pacific Ocean. Once again, you can see that a 
river serves as a border between two states. Add the 
Snake River and the Columbia River to the United 
States map.  

2. Look up the following terms in Geography: An 
Illustrated A-Z Glossary and record them in your 
notebook with either the definition or a drawing: 

caldera  crater     
depression  gorge     
harbor  lava/magma    
magma chamber ria     
rainforest  volcano 

3. Read about Oregon and Washington on pages 
146-147 and 150-151 of The United States Atlas.  

4. Locate and label Oregon and Washington on the 
United States map. Color in the states and label the 
following landmarks: 

Crater Lake National Park, OR   
Eugene, OR 
Mount St. Helens, WA   
Mount Ranier National Park, WA 
North Cascades National Park, WA  
Olympia, WA (capital)   
Olympic National Park, WA 
Portland, OR     
Salem, OR (capital)   
San Juan Islands, WA   
Seattle, WA 
Spokane, WA     
Strait of Juan de Fuca 
Tacoma, WA 

5. Washington and Oregon are rich with landforms, 
biomes, ecosystems, and more. Choose one of the 
following landforms or biomes and research the 
corresponding area(s) in the Pacific Northwest. Set 
aside time during this lesson and the next to do this. 
Record your findings in your notebook. 

Glaciers: Mount Ranier National Park and 
North Cascades National Park 

Gorges: Columbia River Gorge National 
Scenic Area and Hells Canyon National 
Recreation Area 

Mountains and Waterfalls: North Cascades 
National Park 

Rainforests: Hoh Rain Forest, Washington 

Volcanic Craters: Crater Lake National Park 

Volcanoes: Mount Saint Helens National 
Volcanic Monument and Newberry National 
Volcanic Monument  

6. Create a notebook page featuring key facts about 
Oregon and Washington. Decorate this page with 
images or watercolors of the state symbols, animals, 
birds, or plants. Use the downloadable Picture 
Packet, if desired.
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Dig Deeper
Learn about the Mount St. Helen’s eruption in 1980: 
St. Helens: Out of the Ash on PBS. 

https://www.pbs.org/video/ksps-
documentaries-st-helens-out-of-the-ash/ Depoe Bay, Oregon
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