
 

WS/FCS  

Unit Planning Organizer 

Subject(s) Social Studies Conceptual Lenses 

Grade/Course 6th Grade  civilization 

 environment 

 achievement 

 technology 

Unit of Study Ancient China 

Unit Title “Axes & Ditches: the Shang and Zhou 
Dynasties, to ~600 BCE” 

Pacing 12-14 days 
 

Unit Overview 
 

In this unit students will explore the relationship between the environment in which a civilization 
develops and its process of development using the first two dynasties of ancient China—the Shang 
and Zhou—as case studies, paying particular attention to the achievements and technologies of 
those two dynasties. Students will study: 

 Chinese Geography: Students will examine the major geographic features of China, 
especially the Yellow and Yangtze Rivers, the Gobi Desert, and the Himalayas. These features 
both isolated China—the Gobi limited migrations from the north, while the Himalayas 
prevented migrations from the west—and enabled it to thrive. They will study the particular 
features of the Yellow and Yangtze Rivers—loess and irregular patterns of flooding—which 
had the greatest impact on the history of early Chinese dynasties. In short, they will analyze 
the ways in which those physical features might influence people’s lives. 

 Neolithic cultures in China: Students will study artifacts from the pre-dynastic cultures of 
ancient China, seeking to understand why those artifacts were produced and how 
environmental concerns might have dictated that they be created before any other kinds of 
artifacts. This will include an analysis of jade artifacts—indicating the availability of that 
mineral—and early pottery, with an eye toward students understanding that the artifacts 
created by the earliest societies met their immediate needs: for weapons, for vessels in which 
to carry water and food, and for artistic expression. This will be used to transition into an 
examination of early sedentary society. 

 the Xia and Flood Control: Though its existence is debated by modern scholars, the ancient 
Chinese credited the leaders of the Xia dynasty with controlling the flooding of the Yellow River 
through the use of technology. Students will study the causal relationships that link the river, 
the flood control project, and the expansion of the Xia dynasty in ancient Chinese records. 
They will learn about how the efforts of Xia kings to control the floods on the rivers solidified 
the dynasty’s control over ancient China. 

 the Shang Dynasty: The Shang are the first universally-accepted ancient Chinese dynasty. 
Students will study the importance of jade-working, pottery, silk, and bronze in the Shang 
Dynasty to learn how the natural resources available to the Shang influenced their cultural 
achievements, and how their achievements in turn affected their culture. They will study the 
origins of the idea of filial piety and its relationship to the use of oracle bones. 

 the Zhou Dynasty: The Zhou took power from the Shang around the year 1000 BCE. 
Students will examine the ways in which China’s geography created conflict between warlords 
during this period in history, and how different philosophies emerged to combat this warfare. 
They will study the Period of the Warring States to learn how the Zhou secured their power 
and the ways in which they consolidated it, including the importance of the dynastic cycle, the 
idea that dynasties had the approval of divine forces (the “Mandate of Heaven”) as long as 
there were no wars or disasters. They will also study the origins of the philosophies of 
Confucianism—which stresses the importance of maintaining social relationships by deferring 



 

to prescribed social roles—and Daoism—which emphasizes equanimity in responding to life’s 
trials. 

 
 

Unit Enduring Understanding(s) Unit Essential Question(s) 

  A civilization’s environment affects its 
achievements and technology. 

 

 How does a civilization’s environment 
affect its achievements and technology? 

 

Essential State Standards 
 

Priority Objectives Supporting Objectives 
 

 6.H.2.3   Explain how innovation and 
technology changed areas over time. 

 

 6.G.1.4   Explain how and why civilizations 
have used, modified and adapted to their 
environments. 

 

 6.C&G.1.3   Compare the requirements for 
and responsibilities of citizenship. 

 6.H.2.1   Explain how invasions, 
conquests, migrations affected societies, 
civilizations, and regions. 

 6.H.2.4   Explain the role of key historical 
figures and groups in transforming history. 

 6.G.1.1   Explain how physical features 
and human characteristics of place 
influence development of civilizations. 

 6.G.1.2   Explain the factors that 
influenced movement of people, goods, 
and ideas and effects of that movement. 

 6.G.1.3   Compare distinguishing 
characteristics of various world regions. 

 6.E.1.1   Explain how conflict, 
compromise, and negotiation over 
resources impacts economic 
development. 
 

 

 

“Unpacked” Concepts 
(students need to know) 

“Unpacked” Skills 
(students need to be able to do) 

COGNITION 
(RBT Level) 

6.H.2.3 

 Innovation 

 Technology 
6.G.1.4  

 Civilizations 

 Modification 

 Adaptation 

 Environment 
6.C&G.1.3  

 Citizenship 
 

6.H.2.3  

 EXPLAIN [how and why change 
takes place] 

6.G.1.4  

 EXPLAIN [how and why groups 
of people change in response to 
their environments] 

6.C&G.1.3  

 COMPARE [requirements for 
citizenship and responsibilities of 
citizens] 

 

6.H.2.3 

 EXPLAIN 
6.G.1.4 

 EXPLAIN 
6.C&G.1.3 

 COMPARE 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Unit “Chunking”  

& Enduring 

Understandings 

 

Essential 

Factual 

Content 

 

Suggested Lesson 

Essential Questions 

H G C 

 & 

 G 

E C 

Chinese 

Geography 

Environmental 

features have 

positive and 

negative effects on 

civilizations. 

 Huang He 
River 

 Yangtze River 

 loess 

 flooding 

 Himalayas 

 Gobi Desert 

 isolation 
 

How did Chinese 
geography influence 
China’s relationship with 
the rest of the world? 
 

 1.1 

1.3 

   

How did Chinese rivers 
positively and negatively 
affect early Chinese 
civilizations? 
 

 1.1 

1.2 

1.4 

   

Neolithic cultures 
in China 
The development 
of technologies 
and achievements 
in societies reflects 
their needs. 

 specialization 

 pottery 

 jade 

 bronze 
 

How does specialization 
develop in society? 

 1.1  1.1  

How did the development 
of trade goods in 
Neolithic China reflect 
the needs of Neolithic 
society? 

   1.2 1.1 

the Xia and Flood 

Control 

Innovations in 

technology affect 

the lives of people 

in civilizations. 

 Xia 

 flood control 

 Five Emperors 

 dykes 

 Yu the Great 

 canals 

 dynasty 

 irrigation 
 

How did the flooding of 
the Yellow River affect 
the history of the Xia 
Dynasty? 
 

2.3 

2.4 

1.1 

1.4 

1.1 

1.2 

  

How did Xia success at 
controlling the floods of 
the Yellow River affect 
Chinese civilization? 

2.3 

2.4 

  1.2  

the Shang 

Dynasty 

The natural 

resources 

available to a 

civilization 

influence its 

achievements and 

technologies. 

 mineral 
resources 

 jade 

 bronze 

 silk worms 

 social class 

 hierarchy 

 peasant 

 noble 

 oracle bones 
 

How did natural 

resources affect the 

achievements of the 

Shang Dynasty? 

2.3 

2.4 

1.1   1.1 

How do innovations and 

technologies influence 

society? 

2.3 1.1 

1.4 

 1.2 1.1 

the Zhou Dynasty 

Geographic factors 

impact conflicts 

between people 

 Mandate of 
Heaven 

 Period of the 
Warring 
States 

How did the Mandate of 
Heaven develop? 

2.3 

2.4 

 1.1 

1.2 

  

How did geography 
impact conflicts between 
kings and nobles under 

2.3 

2.4 

1.1 

1.2 

   



 

and how those 

conflicts are 

resolved. 

 centralization 

 Zhou 

 Confucianism 

 Daoism 
 

the Zhou dynasty? 

How did Confucianism 

and Daoism create order 

in ancient China? 

2.4  1.1 

1.2 

1.3 

 1.1 

Sub Concepts  
 

HISTORY 

 

Change 

Patterns 

GEOGRAPHY 

 

   Resources 

CIVICS & GOVERNMENT 

 

Governmental Systems 

ECONOMICS 

 

Specialization 

Trade 

 

CULTURE 

 

Quality of 

Life 

 

 

 

 

 

Essential Vocabulary Enrichment Vocabulary 

 flood 

 isolation 

 specialization 

 irrigation 

 canals 

 dynasty 

 hierarchy 

 peasant 

 noble 

 pottery 

 jade 

 bronze 

 mineral resources 

 silk worms 

 dykes 

 flood control 

 social class 

 centralization 
 
 

Enrichment Factual Content 

 Tombs of the Shang emperors 

 Analects 

 Civil servants 

 

Language Objective EXAMPLES 
 

 

Key Vocabulary Learning Objectives 
o SWBAT explain the terms river, flood, and irrigation. 
o SWBAT describe the achievements of the Shang dynasty using the words silk, bronze, jade, and pottery.  

 

Language Functions Learning Objectives 
o SWBAT explain how Neolithic Chinese societies developed trade goods. 

 

Language Skills Learning Objectives 
o SWBAT read primary documents describing the supposed Xia capital at Erlitou and synthesize the accounts into 

one description. 
(Reading passages should be chosen/modified in accordance with the LEP students’ zone of proximal 
development). 

 



 

Grammar & Language Learning Objectives 
o SWBAT use result clauses (“______ was so ______ that ______.”) to describe the cause and effect relationship 

between Yu the Great’s success at controlling flooding and the success of the Xia Dynasty. 
 

Lesson Tasks Learning Objectives 
o SWBAT summarize a series of short primary sources describing the teachings of Confucius and compare their 

summaries with those of their classmates. 
 

Language Learning Strategy Learning Objectives 
o SWBAT use a semantic feature analysis to note which natural resources affected the development of silk, bronze, 

jade, and pottery in Shang China and analyze which of the products was easiest to make based on the natural 
resources required to make it. 
(The linguistic load will vary from LEP student to LEP student. Level 1-2 LEP students may need a word bank or 
other supplement to complete this activity using this strategy). 
 

 

Historical Thinking and Geography Skill Resources 
 “Straight Ahead”                    “Uphill”                             “Mountainous” 

Historical Thinking Geography Skills 
6.H.1.1  Construct charts, graphs & historical 
narratives to explain particular events or issues 
over time. 

 Students can use any of the sites w/primary 
sources listed below to gather data about 
some element of Chinese culture and to 
construct some sort of graphic 
representation of it. 

 
6.H.1.2  Summarize the literal meaning of historical 
documents in order to establish context. 
 

 Primary sources with differentiated levels, 
best suited to proficient readers 

  

 Collection of primary sources relating to 
ancient China, probably suited only to 
advanced readers 

 
6.H.1.3  Use primary and secondary sources to 
interpret various historical perspectives. 
 

 Compilation of maps of China, including 
physical and political maps and maps 
showing environmental and population 
features 

 
  

6.G.2.1  Use maps, charts, graphs, geographic data 
and available technology tools to draw conclusions 
about the emergence, expansion and decline of 
civilizations, societies and regions. 
 

 Compilation of maps of China, including 
physical and political maps and maps showing 
environmental and population features 

 Easy-to-understand site relating the basic 
details of Chinese geography with text and 
photographs 

 Basic site relating fundamentals of Chinese 
geography with links to an interactive map of 
China 

 
6.G.2.2  Construct maps, charts and graphs to explain 
data about geographic phenomena (e.g., migration 
patterns and population, resource distribution patterns, 
etc.) 

 Students can use any of the sites w/primary 
sources listed in Historical Thinking Skills to 
gather data about some element of Chinese 
culture and to construct some sort of graphic 
representation of it. 

 Students can use the article above to create a 
graph describing the shifts in ancient China’s 
population. 

 
 
 
. 

 

 

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/core9/phalsall/texts.html
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/core9/phalsall/texts.html
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/core9/phalsall/texts.html
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://www.kidport.com/reflib/worldgeography/China/China.htm
http://www.kidport.com/reflib/worldgeography/China/China.htm
http://www.kidport.com/reflib/worldgeography/China/China.htm
http://www.ancientchina.co.uk/geography/home_set.html
http://www.ancientchina.co.uk/geography/home_set.html
http://www.ancientchina.co.uk/geography/home_set.html
http://ancienthistory.about.com/od/china/qt/030409Chinapop.htm
http://ancienthistory.about.com/od/china/qt/030409Chinapop.htm
http://ancienthistory.about.com/od/china/qt/030409Chinapop.htm


 

General Unit Resources 
“Straight Ahead”                                             “Uphill”                                          “Mountainous” 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 The British Museum’s website, which provides short descriptions of the core elements of ancient 
Chinese culture 

 This site offers a number of very short explanations of terms and concepts relating to ancient 
China.  

 

 
 
 
 

 Compilation of maps of China, including physical and political maps and maps showing 
environmental and population features 

 Travel guide which includes a brief history of China separated by historical period 

 
 

 Primary sources with differentiated levels, best suited to proficient readers, along with lectures 
for teacher learning and a number of maps and charts 

 Collection of primary sources relating to ancient China, probably suited only to advanced 
readers 

 

Text differentiation symbols:  Texts will be categorized in teacher resource documents as Straight 

Ahead (less challenging for struggling readers), Uphill (having some challenging words and more 

complex sentence structure that is appropriate for on-grade level readers), or Mountainous 

(containing challenging vocabulary, complex sentences, and more abstract ideas).   

 

Performance Assessments 

Item #  Formative Assessments Task Description 

1  

 

 

 

 

2  

 

 

 

 

3  

 

 

 

http://www.ancientchina.co.uk/menu.html
http://www.ancientchina.co.uk/menu.html
http://www.china.mrdonn.org/
http://www.china.mrdonn.org/
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://www.travelchinaguide.com/intro/history/
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/core9/phalsall/texts.html
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/core9/phalsall/texts.html


 

 

 Summative Assessment Task Description 

4 
 

[Culminating 
Task] 

 

  

 

 



 

Performance Task #1:    

 

 



 

Scoring Guide for Performance Task #1 

 

 

Advanced Proficient Progressing Beginning 

Student includes all of the 

“Proficient” criteria PLUS an 

example of higher level 

thinking.  For example: 

  

  Student includes             of 

the “Proficient” criteria in 

written response. 

Student includes               of 

the “Proficient” criteria in 

written response. 

 

 

Proficient:  Student gives a solid, consistent performance and demonstrates competency of knowledge and skills 

included in assessed objectives.   

Advanced:  Student demonstrates mastery of “Proficient” requirements AND evidence of self-directed higher level 

thinking/sophistication.  This criteria does not apply to MORE work… it implies a deeper understanding. 

Progressing:  Student is close to “Proficient” and could reach those criteria with simple “5 minute fix-up” to their work. 

Beginning:  Student has missed “Proficient” and could not reach criteria with simple “5 minute fix-up”.  Re-teaching 

needed to correct misconceptions or reach understanding. 



 

Performance Task #2:     



 

Scoring Guide for Performance Task #2 

 

 

Advanced Proficient Progressing Beginning 

Student includes all of the 

“Proficient” criteria PLUS  

 

   

 

  

 

 

 

Proficient:  Student gives a solid, consistent performance and demonstrates competency of knowledge and skills 

included in assessed objectives.   

Advanced:  Student demonstrates mastery of “Proficient” requirements AND evidence of self-directed higher level 

thinking/sophistication.  This criteria does not apply to MORE work… it implies a deeper understanding. 

Progressing:  Student is close to “Proficient” and could reach those criteria with simple “5 minute fix-up” to their work. 

Beginning:  Student has missed “Proficient” and could not reach criteria with simple “5 minute fix-up”.  Re-teaching 

needed to correct misconceptions or reach understanding.



 

Performance Task #3:   



 

Scoring Guide for Performance Task #3 

 

 

Advanced Proficient Progressing Beginning 

Student includes all of the 

“Proficient” criteria PLUS an 

example of higher level 

thinking.  For example: 

  

 Student includes         of the 

“Proficient” criteria in written 

response. 

Student includes            of 

the “Proficient” criteria in 

written response. 

 

Proficient:  Student gives a solid, consistent performance and demonstrates competency of knowledge and skills 

included in assessed objectives.   

Advanced:  Student demonstrates mastery of “Proficient” requirements AND evidence of self-directed higher level 

thinking/sophistication.  This criteria does not apply to MORE work… it implies a deeper understanding. 

Progressing:  Student is close to “Proficient” and could reach those criteria with simple “5 minute fix-up” to their work. 

1. Beginning:  Student has missed “Proficient” and could not reach criteria with simple “5 minute fix-up”.  Re-

teaching needed to correct misconceptions or reach understanding.



 

Unit 2 Culminating Performance Task:   

 



 

Scoring Guide for Culminating Performance Task: 

 

Advanced Proficient Progressing Beginning 

Student includes all of the 

“Proficient” criteria PLUS an 

example of higher level 

thinking.  For example: 

 

 

  Student includes           of the 

required “Proficient” items 

and has only minor issues 

with the quality criteria in 

written response. 

Student includes               

the required “Proficient” 

items and has multiple 

issues with the quality 

criteria in written response. 

 



 

 

Unit Reflection 

What worked well? What didn’t work well? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Suggestions for Change 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


