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Chapter 4
 

How are we 
part of our
environment? 
What are the natural and human characteristics of a 

place?
 

How do we change our environment?
 

How does your environment change you?
 



For Teachers 
Students further study the concepts outlined in the geography 
content expectations by discussing now how they are part of 
their environment.  In this chapter important foundational 
concepts such as natural and human characteristics are 
discussed and explored. 

Students first encounter a question about natural and human 
characteristics. This chapter provides some interesting 
opportunities to align with their studies of science and this first 
question opens that door. 

They continue by discussing and exploring how we change our 
natural environment.  It would be great to review their studies of 
history by applying their knowledge of the past to how their own 
school environment has changed over time.  Old pictures of your 
school would be great to share. 

Finally, students learn about how the environment shapes them.  
This book was designed for Michigan students who fully 
experience all four seasons each year.  Ample opportunities exist 
to talk about different behaviors and expectations for each 
season. We generally don’t wear winter coats in the middle of 
July, nor do we typically wear shorts and flip flops in the middle 
of January.  Students learn a little bit about different ways the 
environment shapes different places in the country and world.  
Concluding with a writing activity about where they would most 
like to live and why is a great connection back to their writing 
instruction. 172 
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Section 1 

What are the natural and human characteristics of a place? 

QUESTIONS TO GUIDE INQUIRY
 

1. What are the natural and human 
characteristics of a place? 

2. How do we change our environment? 

3. How does your environment change you? 

WORDS TO INTRODUCE 

characteristics 

human 
characteristics 

natural 
characteristics 

For the Teacher 

1 - G2.0.1 Distinguish between physical (e.g., clouds, trees, weather) and human (e.g., buildings, 
playgrounds, sidewalks) characteristics of places. 

1 - G5.0.1 Describe ways in which people are a part of, modify (e.g., cutting down trees, building 
roads) and adapt to the environment (e.g., clothing, housing, transportation). 

1 - G5.0.2 Describe ways in which the physical environment in a place or region (e.g., weather, terrain) 
affects people’s lives. 

Practice identification of natural and 
human characteristics with this 
widget. 

Have students discuss this picture 
and what human and natural 
characteristics they see. 

Have students draw an example of 
both a natural and human 
characteristics in a picture, then write 
about them. 



        
       

        
      

You learned that your location is special. It also has 
special characteristics. Characteristics of a place are
how we describe that place. For example, trees, roads,
weather, and buildings are all characteristics of a place. 
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Some characteristics are made by people. People built
the bridge in this picture. The bridge wasn’t always there.
The bridge is a human characteristic. 
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Many characteristics of a place come from nature. The 
river, forest, and hills have always been there. These are 
natural characteristics. 
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In this picture, some things are made by people and
some come from nature. What human characteristics do 
you see in this picture? What natural characteristics do
you see? 
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The clouds, trees, and plants are all natural
characteristics. The barn, house, and windmills are all
human characteristics. 
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Interactive 4.1 Natural and Human Characteristics
 

Can you determine which of the pictures have natural and
which have human characteristics? 
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Section 2 

How do we change our environment? 

QUESTIONS TO GUIDE INQUIRY
 

1. What are the natural and human 
characteristics of a place? 

2. How do we change our environment? 

3. How does your environment change you? 

WORDS TO INTRODUCE 

environment 

For the Teacher 

1 - G2.0.1 Distinguish between physical (e.g., clouds, trees, weather) and human (e.g., buildings, 
playgrounds, sidewalks) characteristics of places. 

1 - G5.0.1 Describe ways in which people are a part of, modify (e.g., cutting down trees, building roads) 
and adapt to the environment (e.g., clothing, housing, transportation). 

1 - G5.0.2 Describe ways in which the physical environment in a place or region (e.g., weather, terrain) 
affects people’s lives. 

Ask students if they know of other 
ways we sometimes change the 
environment for the worse. 

The narration in this animation walks 
students through how we change the 
environment.  Compare and contrast 
the start and end of the animation. 

Finish this section by once again 
drawing back to the supporting 
question: “How do we change our 
environment?” 



        
        

 

Interactive 4.2 As An Oak Tree Grows 

You learned that people and places change over time.
Watch the story As An Oak Tree Grows to review how 
places change over time. 
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The natural characteristics 
around us make up our 
environment. We change
our environment when we 
build bridges, paths, and
houses. Some changes 
happen slowly over a long
time and some changes 
happen quickly. The path in
the photo changed the
environment. 
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Interactive 4.3 Making a Road
 

How did this road change the environment?
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Interactive 4.4 Change the Environment
 

Let’s change the environment!
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Not all changes to the
environment are good.
Sometimes there are negative
consequences to the changes 
we have made. Sometimes we 
hurt the Earth. 
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When we clear forest and use up the land for our houses,
animals lose their homes. They can end up finding and
eating people food that is not healthy for them. They 
might even travel into busy areas and get hurt. 
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Section 3 

How does your environment change you? 

QUESTIONS TO GUIDE INQUIRY
 

1. What are the natural and human 
characteristics of a place? 

2. How do we change our environment? 

3. How does your environment change you? 

WORDS TO INTRODUCE: 

adapt 

For the Teacher 

1 - G2.0.1 Distinguish between physical (e.g., clouds, trees, weather) and human (e.g., buildings, 
playgrounds, sidewalks) characteristics of places. 

1 - G5.0.1 Describe ways in which people are a part of, modify (e.g., cutting down trees, building roads) 
and adapt to the environment (e.g., clothing, housing, transportation). 

1 - G5.0.2 Describe ways in which the physical environment in a place or region (e.g., weather, terrain) 
affects people’s lives. 

This video showcases how homes 
are slightly different all around the 
world. 

This video shows how dog sledding 
is a method of travel in the Yukon. 

Have students draw a picture and 
talk to a partner about where they 
would most want to live and why. 



        
          

           
  

We learned that we can change our environment. Our 
environment can also change us! Not all places in the
world are just like ours. Where you live changes how you
live. 
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People adapt to the place where they live. Adapt means 
to change for our environment. We can adapt by 
changing the clothes we wear to match the weather in our 
environment. When it rains, we put on our raincoat and 
boots. 
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Some places are always 
very hot. Some places get
lots of rain. Some places 
are very cold. 

Can you use picture clues 
to describe the 
environment shown in this 
picture? 
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People have learned how to adapt to living in places that
are frozen. In very cold places, people have to wear 
warm layers and special clothes designed to keep them 
warm. 
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People adapt by wearing special gear called snowshoes 
to travel on top of the snow. 
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Some people adapt by using dogs and dog sleds to travel
over the frozen ground. Let’s learn more. 

Interactive 4.5 Dog Sledding in the Yukon 
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Not all children live in homes like you do. Homes can be 
made out of many different materials. People have
adapted by building homes out of the materials around
them. 
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Deserts are hot, very dry, and have very few trees.
People adapted to living in the desert by making adobe
houses. Adobe house are made out of a mixture of mud 
and straw. 
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Some places get so much rain that they flood. This 
means that there is a lot of water all over the ground.
Usually the ground is dry, but sometimes, the water can
rise taller than your teacher’s head! 
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In some places that flood, the houses are built on poles 
called stilts. What do you think would happen if the
house didn’t have stilts? 
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Interactive 4.6 Homes around the World
 

Let’s learn about more special houses around the world.
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We are changed by our environment. We have adapted
just like other people around the world. What are some
ways you have adapted to your environment? 
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Draw a picture or talk to a partner.
 

Where would you most want to live and why?
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