
Seeds to Plate Water and Sustainability Grades 6-8

History of Water in the L.A. Basin: 
What did the First Humans Drink?  

Overview:  
Students will learn where the indigenous 
people (Native Americans called the Tongva 
[also referred to as the Gabrieleno or San 
Gabriel Band]) in the L.A. Basin got water 
when they first settled about 8,000-10,000 
years ago.  Then students will also learn where 
Angelenos get their water today. 

Objectives: 
At the end of the lesson students will be able 
to:  

Name the Native American/indigenous 
people who first lived in the L.A. Basin 
(the Tongva) and explain why their 
name has changed over time. 
Point to the three spots on a map of 
L.A. where the Tonga lived (University 
High School at the corner of Wilshire/
Barrington Streets in WLA, Ballona 
Creek in Playa Vista, and in the San 
Gabriel Mountains) and why they 
chose these places. 
Explain why the water in the L.A. River 
is not drinkable today. 
Specify where L.A. gets most of its 
water today. (N. California, Colorado) 

Preparation: 
Review handout, and prepare audio 
visual equipment.  

Vocabulary: 
Tongva 
aqueduct 
percolate 
indigenous Tongva-Gabrielo 

delta  
tributary 
perennial 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Materials: 
Handout 1: “Many 
Rivulets Run Through 
It” 
Overhead projector  
Map of L.A. with the 
three areas where the 
Tonga lived 
Map of California where 
the California Aqueduct 
(state water project), L.A. 
Aqueduct and Colorado 
River are delineated 
Photos of the springs on 
the University HS 
campus 

On the Board: 
Vocabulary 
Student Reflection 
Questions 

Suggested Snack: 
There is no suggested 
snack for this lesson.  
See our Healthy Snack 
Database for ideas. 
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Learning Activities: 
1. Presentation (40 min.) 

A. Introduce this lesson by asking the students what group of people lived in 
Los Angeles as long as 10,000-8,000 years ago? (Native Americans [the 
Tongva]). Ask: 
- What do they think they ate? (fish, acorns, small animals, nuts and 

berries).   
- Where do you think they got their water?  

B. With the overhead projector show the map of L.A. where the villages were 
located. (On the land where University High School in West LA is located 
because there were springs there, on Ballona Creek [a former tributary of 
the L.A. River] in the Playa Vista area of West L.A., and below the San 
Gabriel Mountains in the San Gabriel Valley.) 

C. Distribute Handout 1: “Many Rivulets Run Through It.” 
D. Have students read the handout about the Tongva springs on the 

University High campus. Students may annotate handout with 
questions,highlighted key points, and underlining of context clues for 
vocabulary words. Guide annotation as needed.  

E. Tell students that when the Spaniards came to L.A. in 1769 they called the 
Tongva the Gabrieno; nowadays they are called by either name.   

F. Say that when the Spanish came they drank from the L.A. River (point it 
out on the map), but it is not drinkable today because it has been polluted 
by humans. 

      C.   Conclude the discussion by asking: Where does L.A.’s drinkable water  
 come from today? (Point to the areas on the California map when   
 discussing: more than 50% of L.A.’s water is imported from the (1) North  
 through the California Aqueduct which brings water from the   
 Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta, from the (2) Owens Valley in the Northeast 
 through the L.A. Aqueduct, and from the (3) Colorado River. 
2. Snack (5 min.) 
3. Have students answer the reflection questions in their garden journals. (5 min.) 

Student Reflection Questions: 
1. Why do you think the water in the L.A. River today is not drinkable?  Identify 

1-2 reasons. 
2.  What are your suggestions for making the L.A. River drinkable again? 

Assessment Questions: 
1. When did the first humans first live in the L.A Basin? 

A. 5,000 years ago 
B. 10-8,000 years ago 

�2



Seeds to Plate Water and Sustainability Grades 6-8

C. 100,000 years ago 
2. Los Angeles gets most of its drinkable water from:  

A. Water that has been recycled 
B. Wells 
C. Northern California and Colorado 

Standards: 
NGSS 
ESS3.C: Human Impacts on Earth Systems 
-Human activities have significantly altered the biosphere, sometimes damaging 
or destroying natural habitats and causing the extinction of other species. But 
changes to Earth’s environments can have different impacts (negative and 
positive) for different living things. (MS-ESS3-3) 

CCSS 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RST.6-8.1 
Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of science and technical texts. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RST.6-8.2 
Determine the central ideas or conclusions of a text; provide an accurate 
summary of the text distinct from prior knowledge or opinions. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RST.6-8.7 
Integrate quantitative or technical information expressed in words in a text with 
a version of that information expressed visually (e.g., in a flowchart, diagram, 
model, graph, or table). 
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