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Student Handout: Reading: Grade 8 Objective 2.A.1.a
Standard 2.0 Comprehension of Informational Text

Topic A. Comprehension of Informational Text

Indicator 1. Apply and refine comprehension skills by selecting, reading, and
analyzing a variety of print and non-print informational texts, including electronic
media

Objective a. Read, use, and identify the characteristics of primary and secondary
sources of academic information such as textbooks, trade books, reference and
research materials, periodicals, editorials, speeches, interviews, articles, non-print
materials, and online materials, other appropriate content-specific texts

Assessment Limits:

Grade-appropriate primary and secondary texts

Selected Response (SR) Item

Question

Read the passage 'The Lost People of Mesa Verde.' Then answer the following.

Which sentence from the text most clearly identifies this article as nonfiction?

A. As food became scarce, people grew weaker.
B. Anasazi is a Navajo word meaning "the ancient one."
C. They lived by hunting and by growing corn and squash.
D. Mesa Verde, the beautiful green table, was no longer a good place to live.

Correct Answer

B. Anasazi is a Navajo word meaning "the ancient one."
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Handouts

The Lost People of Mesa Verde
by Elsa Marston

The Anasazi lived peacefully on the mesa for 800 years. Then they disappeared.

In the dry land of southwestern Colorado a beautiful plateau rises. It has so many trees
that early Spanish explorers called it Mesa Verde, which means “green table.” For about
eight hundred years Native Americans called the Anasazi lived on this mesa. And then they
left. Ever since the cliff houses were first discovered a hundred years ago, scientists and
historians have wondered why.

Anasazi is a Navajo word meaning “the ancient ones.” When they first settled there,
around 500 A.D., the Anasazi lived in alcoves in the walls of the high canyons. Later they
moved to the level land on top, where they built houses of stone and mud mortar. As time
passed, they constructed more elaborate houses, like apartment buildings, with several
families living close together.

The Anasazi made beautiful pottery, turquoise jewelry, fine sashes of woven hair, and
baskets woven tightly enough to hold water. They lived by hunting and by growing corn and
squash. Their way of life went on peacefully for several hundred years.

Then around 1200 A.D. something strange happened, for which the reasons are not quite
clear. Most of the people moved from the level plateau back down into alcoves in the cliffs.
The move must have made their lives difficult because they had to climb back up to the
plateau to do the farming. But it seems the Anasazi planned to stay in the canyon walls, for
they soon filled the alcoves with amazing cliff dwellings. “Cliff Palace,” the most famous of
these, had more than two hundred rooms.

For all the hard work that went into building these new homes, the Anasazi did not live in
them long. By 1300 A.D. the cliff dwellings were empty. Mesa Verde was deserted and
remained a ghost country for almost six hundred years. Were the people driven out of their
homes by enemies? No sign of attack or fighting, or even the presence of other tribes, has
been found.

Archaeologists who have studied the place now believe there are other reasons. Mesa
Verde, the beautiful green table, was no longer a good place to live. For one thing in the
second half of the thirteenth century there were long periods of cold, and very little rain
fell—or else it came at the wrong time of year. Scientists know this from examining the
wood used in the cliff dwellings. The growth rings in trees show good and bad growing
seasons. But the people had survived drought and bad weather before, so there must have
been another reason.

As the population grew, more land on the mesa top had to be farmed in order to feed the
people. That meant that trees had to be cut to clear the land and also to use for houses and
fuel. Without the forests, the rain began to wash away the mesa top.

How do we know about erosion problems that happened about eight hundred years ago?
The Anasazi built many low dams across the smaller valleys on the mesa to slow down rain
runoff. Even so, good soil washed away, and the people could no longer raise enough food.
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As the forests dwindled, the animals, already over-hunted, left the mesa for mountainous
areas with more trees.

And as the mesa “wore out,” so did the people. It appears that the Anasazi were not
healthy. Scientists can learn a lot about ancient people's health by studying the bones and
teeth found in burials. The mesa dwellers had arthritis, and their teeth were worn down by
the grit in corn meal, a main part of their diet.

As food became scarce, people grew weaker. Not many lived beyond their twenties.
Women died very young, and few babies survived. Living so close together in the cliff
houses, where everyone was hungry and worried, the people must have suffered from
emotional strain. They probably quarreled often.

In the end the Anasazi must have given up hope that things would get better. Families
packed up and went away. Of course, the “ancient ones” did not simply disappear. They
moved southeast to another area and mingled with other peoples. After a while their
heritage as the people of the Mesa Verde was forgotten.

In time the trees grew back and the plateau became green once more. But, for the
Anasazi it was too late. Although they respected nature and tried to farm wisely, land that
was used too hard could not support them forever.

Yet in their cliff houses and crafts the “ancient ones” left us a superb monument. It is
truly one of the most fascinating pictures of America's past.
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