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Seventh Grade Social Studies: Ancient World History
Unit 2: Beginnings of Human Societies
Big Picture Graphic
Overarching Question:

How can we know about the past?
Previous Unit:

An Introduction to World
History

This Unit:

Beginnings of Human Societies

Questions To Focus Assessment and Instruction:

1. How do we learn about humans and human ancestors in
pre-historic times, before there was writing?
2. How and why did humanity spread across the earth?
3. How did the natural environment shape the ways people
lived in the Paleolithic Era?
4. How and why did many humans begin to shift from full-time
foraging to living in settled villages?
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High School Foundations (see World History and Geography)
•

•

F1: World Historical and Geographical “Habits of Mind” and Central Concepts: Explain and use key conceptual
devices world historians/geographers use to organize the past including periodization schemes (e.g., major
turning points, different cultural and religious calendars), and different spatial frames (e.g., global, interregional,
and regional).
F2: Systems of Human Organizations: Use the examples below to explain the basic features and differences
between hunter-gatherer societies, pastoral nomads, civilizations, and empires, focusing upon the differences in
their political, economic and social systems, and their changing interactions with the environment.
o Changes brought on by the Agriculture Revolution including the environmental impact of
settlements.

Historical Overview
The universe is 13 billion years old and the earth is probably between four and five billion years old.
However, modern humans are relatively new to the planet, having emerged through the processes of
evolution between 200 and 300 thousand years ago. Learning about humans and their ancestors
that far back in the past is difficult, yet archaeologists and anthropologists have found and analyzed
fossils, tools, and other artifacts our ancestors left behind in order to understand the origins of modern
humans.
Hominids1 developed somewhere between two and three million years ago in Africa, and they
evolved over hundreds of thousands of years. Hominids are characterized by an upright gait,
increased brain size and intelligence relative to other primates, a flattened face, and smaller sized
teeth and jaw. Within the family Hominidae, scientists include Australopithecus, Homo erectus, and
Homo sapiens (modern humans). Sometime between 125,000 and 60,000 years ago, humans began
to migrate out of east Africa into other parts of the world. This migration took thousands and
thousands of years, and as humans migrated, they learned to live in more varied environments such
as deserts and dense forests. Humans migrated to new biomes to find food, escape weather
patterns, and find space for a growing population. Current evidence indicates that language might
have developed in Africa, anywhere between 50,000 and 100,000 years ago. As humans migrated
and moved, language likely became more complex and helped people solve new problems.
Spreading out across the globe, developing language and tool use, these humans lived as foragers,
often moving to find and follow food sources. The quality of life for foragers was dependent on
environmental factors like climate, vegetation, and available game for hunting. They most likely
traveled in family-based groups. By studying the artifacts they left behind, from bones and tools to
artwork and dwellings, archaeologists and historians have come to understand some characteristics
of Paleolithic societies.
The end of the Paleolithic Era coincided with the last Ice Age. By this time, humans had spread
across most of the Earth. The end of the last Ice Age is known as the Great Thaw, occurring about
10,000 years ago, and it generated warmer, wetter, and more productive climates. These changes
marked one of the major turning points in human history, a gradual shift from a time when all humans
1

The term “hominid” refers to any of the modern or extinct bipedal primates of the family Hominidae, including all species
of the genera Homo and Australopithecus.
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gathered their food (foraging) to one in which most humans produced their food (agriculture).
Notably, settled agriculture appeared independently in several different regions of the world that were
well-suited for farming because of environmental factors and population patterns. However, some
groups remained foragers (in fact foragers still exist today). Farming allowed people to develop food
surpluses and changes in technology allowed people to store food. These developments permitted
population growth and resulted in the settlement of denser populations. Food surpluses and larger
populations enabled people to specialize because not everyone had to put their energy into food
production. This spawned the development of new types of jobs in these agrarian, village-based
societies. New problems emerged as people lived in larger groups in settled villages. Social
institutions changed and developed to respond to these changes and to address these new problems.
Despite many differences, there were important similarities across early human settlements even
though they were not in contact with each other. These similarities suggest independent
development of similar forms of agriculture, specialization, and social structures. Global patterns of
early human development were characterized by settled villages with greater numbers of people near
important natural resources, growing dependence on agriculture and animal domestication, the
development of social institutions and culture (e.g. burials, art and architecture, etc.), and the
specialization of labor.

Unit Abstract
This unit introduces students to the disciplines of anthropology and archaeology in the context of
studying human origins and prehistoric human societies. Students begin with a literacy-rich lesson in
which they are introduced to the importance of metacognition – being aware of one’s thinking.
Students explore a variety of concrete reading comprehension skills and practice making their
thinking visible through a “Think-Aloud” reading strategy. They then begin their study of prehistory by
examining the larger chronology of the universe, the earth, and human history in order to help them
conceptualize time and chronology. Students explore the different types of evidence these scientists
use to learn about humans in the distant past and make their own conjectures and conclusions in the
process. Students also learn about evolution and the broad scope of human history from early
hominids up to the Neolithic Revolution. They study the important role that human/environment
interaction played in shaping early human societies, and explore the push/pull factors of early human
migration. In exploring movement and migration, students consider the role of language development
and communication in problem solving. Students then examine artifacts of tool use and early human
homes to explore how humans adapted to their environment. Towards the end of the unit, students
explore the Agricultural (Neolithic) Revolution, looking in particular at the development of different
crops around the world and exploring archaeological work in different Neolithic villages. They explore
the Neolithic Revolution as a turning point and consider the historical theme of continuity and change
by comparing life during the Era of Foragers with the Agrarian Era. An important thread in this unit is
that the development of human societies across the world was a long, gradual process. The Neolithic
Revolution, for example, did not represent a conscious choice by people around the world to start
farming and stop hunting, but rather was the result of gradual changes and human learning over time.
Throughout the unit, students read and analyze a range of texts. These integrated reading activities
are designed to scaffold and support students’ analysis and higher-ordered thinking with texts in order
to meet the demands of the Common Core Literacy Standards.
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Focus Questions
1. How do we learn about humans and human ancestors in pre-historic times, before there was
writing?
2. How and why did humanity spread across the earth?
3. How did the natural environment shape the ways people lived in the Paleolithic Era?
4. How and why did many humans begin to shift from full-time foraging to living in settled
villages?

Content Expectations
6 – W1.1.1: Describe the early migrations of people among Earth’s continents (including the
Berringa Land Bridge).2
6 – W1.1.2: Examine the lives of hunting and gathering people during the earliest eras of human
society (tools and weapons, language, fire).
6 – W1.2.1: Describe the transition from hunter gatherers to sedentary agriculture (domestication of
plants and animals).
6 and 7
H1.1.1:

Explain why and how historians use eras and periods as constructs to organize and
explain human activities over time.

6 and 7
H1.2.1:

Explain how historians use a variety of sources to explore the past (e.g., artifacts,
primary and secondary sources including narratives, technology, historical maps,
visual/mathematical quantitative data, radiocarbon dating, DNA analysis).

6 and 7
H1.2.2:

Read and comprehend a historical passage to identify basic factual knowledge and
the literal meaning by indicating who was involved, what happened, where it happened,
what events led to the development, and what consequences or outcomes followed.

6 and 7
H1.4.2:

Describe and use themes of history to study patterns of change and continuity.

6 and 7
H1.4.3:

Use historical perspective to analyze global issues faced by humans long ago and
today.

6 and 7
G2.1.1:

Describe the landform feature and the climate of the region (within the Western or
Eastern Hemispheres) under study.

2

While this unit addresses the movement of people generally throughout the world during this period, the specific topic of
the Berringa Land Bridge is addressed when students study settlements in the Americas in a later unit. It is also
addressed in sixth grade as an example of global migration.
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Analyze how culture and experience influence people’s perception of places and
regions (e.g., beaches are places where tourists travel, cities have historic buildings,
northern places are cold, equatorial places are very warm)3.

6 – W.1.2.2 Explain the importance of the natural environment in the development of agricultural
7 - W1.2.1: settlements in different locations (e.g., available water for irrigation, adequate
precipitation, and suitable growth season).
6 – W1.2.3: Explain the impact of the Agricultural Revolution (stable food supply,
7 – W1.2.2: surplus, population growth, trade, division of labor, development of settlements).
7 – W1.1.1: Explain how and when human communities populated major regions of the Eastern
Hemisphere and adapted to a variety of environments.
7 – W1.1.2: Explain what archaeologists have learned about Paleolithic and Neolithic patterns of
living in Africa, Western Europe, and Asia.
7 – W2.1.1: Describe the importance of the development of human language, oral and written, and
its relationship to the development of culture
• Verbal vocalizations
• Standardization of physical (rock, bird) and abstract (love, fear) words
• Pictographs to abstract writing (governmental administration, laws, codes, history
and artistic expression )
7 – G1.1.1:

Explain and use a variety of maps, globes, and web based geography technology to
study the world, including global, interregional, and local scales.

7 – G1.2.1:

Locate the major land forms, rivers, and climate regions of the Eastern Hemisphere.

7 – G1.2.5:

Use information from modern technology such as Geographic Positioning System
(GPS), Geographic Information System (GIS), and satellite remote sensing to locate
information and process maps and data to analyze spatial patterns of the Eastern
Hemisphere to answer geographic questions.

3

These expectations get at perspective – how one’s experiences and background influences how one interprets the
world. Although this expectation is limited to the field of geography, the previous unit addressed how both historians and
geographers have perspectives that influence their accounts (historical accounts and maps). This curriculum broadens
the interpretation of this expectation to include the interpretation of evidence such as artifacts and primary sources.
Moreover, the essence of this expectation is muddled by the examples provided, some of which are provable (“beaches
are places where tourists travel”) while others, which are relative (“northern places are cold”) and depend on a
perspective.
th

Moreover, the essence of the 7 grade expectation is muddled by the examples provided, some of which are provable
(“beaches are places where tourists travel”) while others, which are relative (“northern places are cold”) and depend on a
perspective.
th

The 6 grade expectation is the same and is similarly muddled by the examples provided: “(e.g., the Caribbean Region
that presently displays enduring impact of different immigrant groups – Africans, South Asians, Europeans – and the
differing contemporary points of view about the region displayed by islanders and tourists).”
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6 and 7
G3.2.2:

Identify ecosystems of a continent and explain why some provide greater opportunities
(fertile soil, precipitation) for humans to use than do other ecosystems and how that
changes with technology (e.g., China’s humid east and arid west and the effects of
irrigation technology).

7 – G4.3.2:

Describe patterns of settlement by using historical and modern maps.4

Common Core State Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies
RH.6-8.1:
Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources.
RH.6-8.2:

Determine the main ideas or information of a primary or a secondary source; provide
an accurate summary of the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions.

RH.6-8.3:

Identify key steps in a text’s description of a process related to history/social studies
(e.g., how a bill becomes law, how interest rates are raised or lowered).

RH.6-8.4:

Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including
vocabulary specific to domains related to history/social studies.

RH.6-8.7:

Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps)
with other information in print and digital texts.

RH.6-8.10:

By the end of grade 8, read and comprehend history/social studies texts in the grades
6-8 text complexity band independently and proficiently.

WHST.6-8.4: Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and style
are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.
WHST.6-8.9: Draw evidence from informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research.
WHST.6-8.10: Write routinely over extended time frames (time for reflection and revision) and shorter
time frames (a single sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks,
purposes, and audiences.

Key Concepts
adaptation
agriculture
domestication
evidence
evolution
foraging
4

In this unit, students use a map to explore early agricultural settlements. Accordingly, while the expectation itself is
addressed, the examples used to explain the expectation “(e.g., the location of the world’s mega cities, other cities located
near coasts and navigable rivers, regions under environmental stress such as the Sahel)” are not applicable in this
context.
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metacognition
migration
Neolithic Era
Paleolithic Era
settlement
social institutions
specialization
world history

Duration: 4 weeks

Lesson Sequence
Lesson 1: Introducing Reading Strategies
Lesson 2: The Study of Prehistory
Lesson 3: Anthropology and Early Humans
Lesson 4: The Peopling of the Earth
Lesson 5: The Paleolithic Age
Lesson 6: The Agricultural Revolution
Lesson 7: Neolithic Settlement, Surplus, Specialization, and Social Institutions
Lesson 8: Global Patterns of Early Human Settlement

Assessments

Resources
Equipment/Manipulative
Butcher paper
Markers
Overhead projector, Document Camera, Computer and Projector or Whiteboard/
Student journal or notebook
Tape
Wall Maps
Whiteboard or Chalkboard
World Atlases
Student Resource
Abbaymedia.com. Oldest Human Remains Found in Ethiopia. Abbay Media News. 20 April 2012
<http://abbaymedia.com/News/?p=2912>.
“All About Mammoths and Mastadons: Human Interaction.” Mammoths and Mastadons: Titans of the
Ice Age. Field Museum of Chicago. 20 April 2012
<http://archive.fieldmuseum.org/mammoths/allaboutmammoths_interaction_2.asp>.
Any middle school world history textbook addressing beginnings of human society such as World
History: Ancient Civilizations. Houghton Mifflin, 2012.
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Biomes Map. Map. 20 April 2012 <http://www.marietta.edu/~biol/biomes/biomemap.htm>.
The Cave of Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc. French Ministry of Culture and Communication. 20 April 2012
<http://www.culture.gouv.fr/culture/arcnat/chauvet/en/>.
Christian, David. This Fleeting World: An Overview of Human History. Berkshire Publishing Group,
2005. Pp.9-12.
Davies, Caroline. “Stone Age Toddlers May Have Had Art Lessons.” The Guardian. September 29,
2001. 20 April 2012 <http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2011/sep/30/stone-age-toddlers-artlessons>.
Early Human Migration. Map. 20 April 2012
<http://www.cobb.leon.k12.fl.us/walperf/This%20Week%20in%20Social%20Studies/Human%2
0Migration%20Map.jpg>.
Fournier, Teplyn. Skull Replica Photographs. University of Michigan Museum of Natural History.
Fowler, Susanne. “Into the Stone Age with a Scalpel – A Dig with Clues to Early Urban Life.” New
York Times. September 7, 2011. 20 April 2012
<http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/08/world/europe/08iht-M08C-TURKEYDIG.html?pagewanted=2&_r=1>.
Glantz, Michelle, Rustam Suleymanov, Peter Hughes and Angela Schauber. Anghilak Cave,
Uzbekistan: Documenting Neandertal Occupation at the Periphery. Antiquity Vol 77 No 295
March 2003. 20 April 2012 <http://antiquity.ac.uk/projgall/glantz/glantz.html>.
“Mysteries of Catal Hoyuk.” Science Museum of Minnesota. 2003. 20 April 2012
<http://www.smm.org/catal/top.php?visited=TRUE>.
Prehistoric Children Finger-Painted on Cave Walls. History.com. 20 April 2012
<http://www.history.com/news/2011/09/30/prehistoric-children-finger-painted-on-cave-walls/>.
Remixing Catalhoyuk. Çatalhöyük Research Project. University of California, Berkeley. 20 April 2012
<http://okapi.berkeley.edu/remixing/text_english.html>.
Shreeve, Jamie. “Oldest Skeleton of Human Ancestor Found”. Nationalgeographic.com. October 1,
2009. 20 April 2012 <http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2009/10/091001-oldesthuman-skeleton-ardi-missing-link-chimps-ardipithecus-ramidus.html>.
Teacher Resource
Becoming Human. Institute of Human Origins. 20 April 2012 <www.becominghuman.org>.
“Big Era Two.” World History For Us All. San Diego State University. 20 April 2012
<http://worldhistoryforusall.sdsu.edu/units/two/panorama/02_panorama.pdf>.
”Big Era Three.” World History for Us All. San Diego State University. 20 April 2012
<http://worldhistoryforusall.sdsu.edu/eras/era3.php>
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Bloom, Amy, Kimberly Hase, Darin Stockdill, and Stacie Woodward. Supplemental Materials (Unit 2).
Teacher-made material. Oakland Schools, 2012.
Christian, David. This Fleeting World: An Overview of Human History. Berkshire Publishing Group
2005.
Gallery of Archeology. Lithic Casting Lab. 20 April 2012 <http://lithiccastinglab.com/gallerypage.htm>.
Gheorghiu, Dragos. Early Farmers, Late Foragers, and Ceramic Traditions: On the Beginning of
Pottery in the Near East and Europe. 2009.
Halsall, Paul. “Human Origins.” Internet Ancient History Sourcebook. Fordham University. 20 April
2012 <http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/ancient/asbook02.html>
“History of the World in Seven Minutes.” World History for Us All. San Diego State University. 20 April
2012 <http://worldhistoryforusall.sdsu.edu/movies/flash_large.php>.
The Human Spark. Narrated by Alan Alda. PBS. 2012. 20 April 2012
<www.pbs.org/wnet/humanspark>.
Macaulay, David. Motel of the Mysteries. Graphia Books, 1979.
McCarter, Susan. Neolithic. Routledge, 2007.
Milisauskas, Sarunas. Early Neolithic Settlement and Society at Olszanica (Memoirs of the Museum
of Anthropology). University of Michigan, 1986.
The Origins of Agriculture. The University of Sheffield. 20 April 2012
<http://aps.group.shef.ac.uk/apsrtp/aps-rtp-2010/kluyver-thomas/project.html>.
Rhode, D. “Epipaleolithic / early Neolithic settlements at Qinghai Lake, western China.” Journal of
Archaeological Science, 2007.
The Teaching of Evolution in the Schools. National Science Teachers Association. Official Position.
20 April 2012 <http://www.nsta.org/about/positions/evolution.aspx>.
Towrie, Sigurd Skara Brae, The Discovery of the Village. Orkneyjar. The Heritage of the Orkney
Islands. 1996-2012. 20 April 2012 <http://www.orkneyjar.com/history/skarabrae/index.html>.
Understanding Evolution. University of California Museum of Paleontology. 20 April 2012
<http://evolution.berkeley.edu/>.
“What Does it Mean to Be Human?” Smithsonian Museum of National History. 20 April 2012
<http://humanorigins.si.edu/>.
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For Further Professional Knowledge
Bain, Robert B. “Building an Essential World History Tool,” in Teaching World History: A Resource
Book. Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1997
- - - . "Rounding Up Unusual Suspects: Facing the Authority Hidden in the History Classroom."
Teachers College Record, 108, no. 10 (2006): 2080-2114.
- - -. "Into the Breach: Using Research and Theory to Shape History Instruction." In Knowing.
Teaching & Learning History: National and International Perspectives, edited by P. Stearns, P.
Seixas, and S.Wineburg, 331-53. New York: New York University Press, 2000. 20 April 2012
<http://www.worldhistory.pitt.edu/documents/Bain2000intothebreach.pdf>.
Clottes, Jean. Return to Chauvet Cave: Excavating the Birthplace of Art – The First Full Report.
Thames & Hudson Ltd, 2003.
Dunbar, R. “The Social Brain: Mind, Language, and Society in Evolutionary Perspective,” Annual
Review of Anthropology, Vol. 32 (2003), pp. 163-181
Fagan, Brian. World prehistory: A brief introduction. Brown Little, 1979.
- - -. In the beginning: An introduction to archaeology. HarperCollins Publishers, 1991.
Gamble, C. “Kinship and Material Culture: Archaeological Implications of the Human Global Diaspora”
in Allen et al. (eds.) Early Human Kinship (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008)
Lee, Peter J. "Putting principles into practice: understanding history." How students learn history in
the classroom. Eds. M. Suzanne Donovan, John D. Bransford and National Research Council.
Washington, D.C.: The National Academies Press, 2005. 31-78
Miner, Horace. Body Ritual among the Nacirema. American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 58, No.
3 (June 1956). 20 April 2012 <http://www.jstor.org/pss/665280>.
M. Sahlins, “The Original Affluent Society,” in Stone Age Economics (1972). In this classic study,
Sahlins questions earlier portrayals of life in hunter/gatherer societies as desperate and
impoverished and shows that they actually had to do less work to sustain themselves than
agricultural societies.
Spradley, James & Michael Rynkiewich. The Nacirema: readings on American culture. Brown Little,
1975.
Whitley, David S. Cave Paintings and the Human Spirit: The Origin of Creativity and Belief.
Prometheus Books, 2009.
Wineburg, Sam. “Historical Thinking and Other UnNatural Acts.” Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 2001. This book examines issues concerning the teaching and learning of history. For a
more detailed description, see <http://www.temple.edu/tempress/titles/1518_reg.html>.
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- - -. “Teaching the mind good habits.” The Chronicle of Higher Education. Vol. 49, No.31, p. B2. 11
April 2003 (available at
http://www.faculty.sfasu.edu/dubenaj/SFA101049/TeachingTheMindGoodHabits.pdf).
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