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3rd Grade Egypt Inquiry 

Do the Benefits Outweigh 
the Costs from flooding the 

Nile River? 

 
https://visibleearth.nasa.gov/images/59656/the-nile-delta-egypt, acquired by NASA in 2002 

Supporting Questions 

1. Why did ancient Egypt develop along the Nile River? 
2. What were the benefits from the flooding of the Nile River? 
3. What were the costs from the flooding of the Nile River?
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3rd Grade Egypt Inquiry

 

Did the benefits outweigh the costs from the flooding of the Nile River? 

Virginia Social Studies 
Standards 

SS 3.5 - The student will develop map skills and an understanding of change over time by locating 
major ancient world cultures on world maps 
SS 3.6a - The student will develop map skills by using globes and maps to locate and describe major 
rivers, mountain ranges, and other geographic features of Africa. 

Staging the Compelling 
Question Discuss the cost and benefits of living near rivers. 

 

Supporting Question  Supporting Question  Supporting Question  

Why did ancient Egypt develop along 
the Nile River? 

 What were the benefits from the 
flooding of the Nile River? 

 What were the costs from the 
flooding of the Nile River? 

 

Formative Performance Task  Formative Performance Task  Formative Performance Task  

Label the location of ancient Egypt 
and the Nile River on a map and list 
the reasons it developed along the 
Nile. 

 List and rank the benefits of the Nile 
River flooding. 

 List and rank the costs of the Nile 
River flooding. 

 

Featured Sources  Featured Sources  Featured Sources  

Source A: View of Nile from NASA 
Source B: Video and Images of the 
Nile 
Source C: Encyclopedia entry on the 
Nile River 

 Source A: Storyboard about ancient 
Egyptian agriculture and the Nile 
Source B: BBC Video, The Amazing 
Fertility of the Nile 
Source C: Excerpt from PBS Nova 
article about Nile River flooding 

 Source A: Storyboard about ancient 
Egypt agriculture and the Nile River 
Source B: Excerpt from article on 
hazards in ancient Egypt 
Source C:  Essay on the relationship 
between the Nile River and pyramid 
building 

 

 

Summative 
Performance 

Task 

ARGUMENT. Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses the compelling 
question using specific claims and relevant evidence from historical sources while acknowledging competing 
views. 

EXTENSION. Create a poster representing the argument about the benefits and costs of flooding on the Nile 
River with information from the sources presented as evidence.  

Taking 
Informed 

Action 

UNDERSTAND. Identify a local area prone to flooding and describe how those floods may be simultaneously 
life giving and devastating. 
ASSESS. Consider how to be prepared for the potential benefits and dangers of flooding. 
ACT. Create an action plan that can be shared with their peers in case of flooding in the local area. 

 
*Featured sources are suggested and links are provided.  It may be that these links are broken and we apologize in advance for the 
inconvenience. 
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Overview 

Inquiry Description 

This inquiry focuses on the impact of the flooding of the Nile River on ancient Egypt, specifically the costs and 
benefits of the flooding. Through examination and analysis of various photographs, videos, and article excerpts, 
students will consider how these sources can be used to convey the impact of flooding on multiple groups of 
people in ancient Egypt. 

The questions, tasks, and sources in this inquiry asks students to learn about how Egyptian civilization grew by 
comparing the costs and benefits of the Nile River’s flooding. This inquiry highlights the following Virginia social 
studies standards. 

● 3.5 - The student will develop map skills and an understanding of change over time by locating major ancient 
world cultures on world maps. 

● 3.6a - The student will develop map skills by using globes and maps to locate and describe major rivers, 
mountain ranges, and other geographic features of Africa. 

This inquiry is expected to take four to six 30-minute class periods. The inquiry time frame could expand if teachers think 
their students need additional instructional experiences (e.g., supporting questions, formative performance tasks, 
featured sources, or writing). Teachers are encouraged to adapt the inquiry to meet the needs and interests of their 
particular students. This inquiry lends itself to differentiation and modeling of historical thinking skills while assisting 
students in reading the variety of sources. Resources can also be modified as necessary to meet individualized education 
programs (IEPs) or Section 504 Plans for students with disabilities. 

Structure of the Inquiry  

In addressing the compelling question “Did the benefits outweigh the costs from the flooding of the Nile River?”, 
students will work through a series of supporting questions, formative performance tasks, and featured sources in order 
to construct an argument with evidence from a variety of sources, while acknowledging competing viewpoints. 

The formative performance tasks ask students to label and explain the location of ancient Egypt and the Nile on a map 
and then list and rank the benefits and costs of the Nile River flooding. Teachers may use a variety of a approaches to 
implement these tasks, including a jigsaw approach or a four-tab foldable listing benefits and costs. These tasks will help 
students to examine and understand the intentional location of ancient Egypt, the dependence of ancient Egyptians on 
the Nile River as a source of life, and the devastating impact of the water born disease and the Nile River’s flooding on 
ancient Egyptians and their way of life.  

Ultimately, students will make an argument in response to the compelling question about whether the Nile River’s 
flooding was mainly beneficial or too costly to the ancient Egyptian civilization using relevant evidence collected from 
the sources provided.  
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Staging the Compelling Question 

 
To stage the compelling question, students will be shown photos of flooded local rivers or a video of a flood survivor 
describing the impact of flooding on their daily life. Access student background knowledge by asking them:  

● How does water impact your life?   
● What is a flood?  
● What do you know about flooding?  

Show students an interview with someone who has survived a flood or show images from significant floods in Virginia’s 
history. Two sources are provided below. 

● Oral Histories from the Great N Flood of 1916 - https://saveculture.org/flood-oral-histories/ 
● Significant Flooding Events in VA History - https://www.weather.gov/safety/flood-states-va 

After the video, students discuss and record some of the benefits of living in a place that is located near a body of water 
and will consider how water impacts their lives currently. Students will also discuss what they already know about 
flooding and its impacts to help them begin to understand that flooding is both devastating and life-giving. Teachers can 
record these thoughts on a white board or in a Google document and can use this to work with students in order to 
develop hunches about why living near water may be both costly and life-giving.  

The staging task is not designed to delve too far into the specific content of the compelling question. Instead, it’s 
intended to provide a frame of reference and context for the inquiry.  Specifically, this task will allow students to 
consider the impact of local flooding on people who live close to bodies of water.  

This task may be completed in a brief period of time, depending on how much overall time is available for the inquiry. If 
following the guidelines described in the inquiry overview (four to six 30--minute class periods), then this staging task 
would likely only last 10-15 minutes. 
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Supporting Question 1 

 
The first supporting question asks why ancient Egypt developed along the Nile River. It was no accident. As one of the 
earliest civilizations in the world, the Nile River played a central role in providing the water and nutrients needed for 
agriculture.  

The featured sources provide students with information about the location of Egypt in proximity to the Nile River and 
role of the river in the rise of Egyptian civilization. The first source is a view of the Nile from the NASA Visible Earth 
project. The second source is a video about the Nile River from Mocomi, a learning website for kids. The third source is 
an adapted excerpted essay from Britannica on the Nile River. 

The formative performance task is to label the location of ancient Egypt and the Nile River on a map and explain why 
ancient Egypt was located in that position.  

The following procedures may be used to support students as they complete this task. 

● Have students complete a “See, Think, Wonder” organizer as a class while examining the NASA images of the 
Nile River. 

● Watch the video together and have a whole group (or think-pair-share) discussion about what students notice 
about the location of Egypt in relation to the Nile.  

● Read the Encyclopedia Britannica excerpt aloud to all students and allow them time to consider why the location 
of Egypt was decided.  

Work on the formative performance task provides students an opportunity to gather information they will need in 
responding to the compelling question.     
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Supporting Question 1 

Featured Source Source A: Images of the Nile River from space 

 

This source is a set of aerial images of the Nile Delta in Egypt, along with a description of the images, and is available 
online from NASA Visible Earth at https://visibleearth.nasa.gov/images/59656/the-nile-delta-egypt. 
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Supporting Question 1 

Featured Source Source B:  Video about the Nile River 

 

The featured source is a short video about the Nile River from Mocomi and is available at https://mocomi.com/nile-river-
facts   
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Supporting Question 1 

Featured Source Source C:  Encyclopedia entry on the Nile River 

 
This source is an adapted and excerpted entry from Britannica on the Nile River. The full entry is located here 
https://www.britannica.com/place/Nile-River 

The Nile River is the longest river in the world, called the father of African rivers. It rises south of the Equator and flows 
northward through northeastern Africa to drain into the Mediterranean Sea. It has a length of about 4,132 miles and 
drains an area estimated at 1,293,000 square miles. Its basin includes parts of Tanzania, Burundi, Rwanda, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Kenya, Uganda, South Sudan, Ethiopia, Sudan, and the cultivated part of Egypt. Its 
most distant source is the Kagera River in Burundi. 

The Nile is formed by three principal streams: The Blue Nile and the Atbara, which flow from the highlands of Ethiopia, 
and the White Nile, the headstreams of which flow into Lakes Victoria and Albert. 

The Nile River basin, which covers about one-tenth of the area of the continent, served as the stage for the evolution 
and decay of advanced civilizations in the ancient world. On the banks of the river dwelled people who were among the 
first to cultivate the arts of agriculture and to use the plow. The basin is bordered on the north by the Mediterranean; on 
the east by the Red Sea Hills and the Ethiopian Plateau; on the south by the East African Highlands, which include Lake 
Victoria, a Nile source; and on the west by the less well-defined watershed between the Nile, Chad, and Congo basins, 
extending northwest to include the Marrah Mountains of Sudan. 

The availability of water from the Nile throughout the year, combined with the area’s high temperatures, makes possible 
intensive cultivation along its banks. Even in some of the regions in which the average rainfall is sufficient for cultivation, 
marked annual variations in precipitation often make cultivation without irrigation risky. 

The Nile River is also a vital waterway for transport, especially at times when overland transport is not feasible—e.g., 
during the flood season. 

The Nile flows through regions inhabited by a wide variety of peoples, from the Bantu-speaking populations of the Lake 
Victoria area in the south to the Arabs of the Sahara and the Nile delta in the north. The wide ethnic and linguistic 
diversity is mirrored in the numerous ecological relationships between these peoples and the river. 
 
In the south the people sedentary agriculturists whose land is watered by the Nile and whose movements are dictated 
by the Nile’s seasonal flow. They migrate with their herds from the river’s shores during the dry season, to high ground 
during the wet season, and back to the river when the dry season returns. 
 
Perhaps nowhere is the relationship between people and the river so intense as in the Nile floodplain where modern 
Egypt is located. The average population density in the cultivated parts of the floodplain has been among the highest in 
that region of Africa.   
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Supporting Question 2  

 
The second supporting question asks about the benefits from the flooding of the Nile River. Seasonal flooding provides 
rich nutrients for the soil along the river banks and creates opportunities for irrigation and consistent agriculture.  

The featured sources include a storyboard about ancient Egyptian agriculture and the Nil, a BBC Video, titled “The 
Amazing Fertility of the Nile,” and an excerpt from PBS Nova article about Nile River flooding.  

The formative performance task is to use relevant evidence from the sources listed above in order to list and rank the 
benefits of the Nile River flooding. The following procedure may be used to support students as they complete this task. 

● Read the storyboard source (aloud as a class or in small groups) and ask students to list some of the benefits of 
flooding on the Nile River. Ask students to consider how a flood could have made these advantages more 
beneficial, based on what they know people need to live.  

● Provide students with time to view the PBS video (individually or as a group) and consider what happens when 
flooding is occurring. As students to think what happens to the land and soil over time when flooding occurs.  
Students might need to make inferences to complete this step. 

● Read the third source and return to the list of benefits to add more detail. 

● Students may then work individually, or in a group, to fill out the four tab model with four benefits of the 
flooding of the Nile River. Click this link for examples of Four Tab Models that you can show students or use as 
models for the work you’re expecting. 

Work on the formative performance task provides students an opportunity to gather information they will need in 
responding to the compelling question.     
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Supporting Question 2 

Featured Source Source B:  BBC Video, The Amazing Fertility of the Nile 

 

This source is a video from BBC Earth titled, The Amazing Fertility of the Nile. The video is available here 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oE2YZZgZWdE  
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Supporting Question 2 

Featured Source Source C: Excerpt about Nile River flooding.  

 

This source is a portion of a Nova article about the flooding of major rivers.  This excerpt focuses on the Nile. The full 
article is here https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/article/dealing-deluge  
 

The Nile River 

The Egyptians have had a very different relationship with the Nile. For thousands of years, they referred to its annual 
flooding as the “Gift of the Nile.” Each summer, like clockwork, the river would take possession of a strip of land on 
either side of its banks. When the water receded, a very thin, evenly spread layer of black mud was left behind. Farmers 
would immediately plant their crops—never needing fertilizers because the flood soil was so rich. 

Today's engineers, using aerial imagery of the 
Nile, have a more detailed understanding of the 
topography that causes periodic flooding. 

This narrow strip along the Nile, together with the 
delta at the river's northern mouth, is the only 
farm land Egypt has. Though it totals only three 
percent of the county's land, it has provided 
ample food for thousands of years. But recently, a 
population boom has forced Egyptians to increase 
their agricultural output. 

 

 

In 1970, they completed the Aswan High Dam, 
which stretches across the Nile 600 miles south of 
Cairo. The dam has effectively stopped the river's 
annual floods by trapping its waters in a reservoir 
that is slowly released during the dry season. 

 

Now farmers along the Nile plant crops year round. In fact, the area has become one of the most intensely cultivated 
pieces of land in the world. Because the Aswan Dam traps 98% of the river's rich sediments and prevents them from 
flowing downstream, farmers along the Nile must now use large amounts of artificial fertilizer. Another negative side-
effect of the dam is that the Nile delta is no longer being built up by the river sediments. As a result, this important 
agricultural area is now struggling with erosion and dangerously high levels of soil salinity. 
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Supporting Question 3 

 

The third supporting question asks about the costs from the flooding of the Nile River. In addition to its benefits, 
seasonal flooding caused many problems including unpredictability of the flooding, water-borne diseases, and dangers 
from animals such as crocodiles.   

The featured sources include, the storyboard about ancient Egypt agriculture and the Nile River from supporting 
question #2, and excerpt from article on hazards in ancient Egypt, and an essay on the relationship between the Nile 
River and pyramid building. 

The formative performance task is to list and rank the costs of the Nile River flooding. The following procedure may be 
used to support students as they complete this task. 

● Re-read the storyboard source (aloud as a class or in small groups) and ask students to list some of the costs of 
flooding on the Nile River. Ask students to consider how a flood could have made these disadvantages more 
costly, based on what they know people need to live.  

● Provide students with time to reach the excerpt from article on hazards in ancient Egypt (individually or as a 
group) and reconsider what happens when flooding is occurring. As students to think what happens to people 
when flooding occurs.  Students might need to make inferences to complete this step. 

● Read the third source and return to the list of costs to add more detail. 

Teachers may also have student groups present their overall findings about the benefits and costs of the Nile River 
flooding using a Jigsaw Activity. To do this, create jigsaw groups based on the sources. Each jigsaw group gathers and 
shares about the benefits and costs they identified in their source and will work with their group members to make a list 
of the different benefits or costs of the Nile River flooding. Reconfigure the class in expert groups with on student from 
each jigsaw groups to share their work. 

Work on the formative performance task provides students an opportunity to gather information they will need in 
responding to the compelling question.     
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Supporting Question 2 and 3 

Featured Source Source A:  Storyboard about Ancient Egypt agriculture and the Nile 

 
This source is a cartoon storyboard about agriculture in ancient Egypt. It includes information about the benefits and the 
costs of Nile River flooding. The full sources is online at https://www.storyboardthat.com/storyboards/cjfraley/egypt-
agryculture-and-the-nile  
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Supporting Question 3 

Featured Source Source B: Excerpt from article, Health Hazards and Cures in Ancient Egypt. 

 

This source is an excerpt from an article about the various hazards of the flooding of the Nile River and is available online 
at http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/egyptians/health_01.shtml 

 

Many accounts of ancient Egypt begin by stressing the influence of the environment, and particularly the great River 
Nile, on the everyday life of its people. It is a good place to start in considering the health of the Egyptians, as the Nile 
was the life- and health-giving source of water for drinking, cooking and washing. It also, however, harbored parasites 
and other creatures that were less beneficial. 

As people waded through standing water, particularly in the agricultural irrigation channels, parasites such as the 
Schistosoma worm could enter the human host, via the feet or legs, to lay eggs in the bloodstream. These worms caused 
a lot of damage as they travelled through various internal organs, making people weak and susceptible to other 
diseases. 

Irrigation channels harboring parasites, in a modern agricultural scene. 

Sometimes ancient Egyptians took in guinea worms in their drinking water. The female guinea worm would travel to its 
preferred site - the host's legs - in order to lay her eggs, again causing ill health. 

Despite the fairly wide range of foodstuffs, cereals, fruits, vegetables, milk and meat produced by the ancient Egyptians, 
not everybody would have had adequate nutrition. There is evidence from the bodies of ancient Egyptians, retrieved 
from their graves, that some people suffered nutritional deficiencies. 
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Supporting Question 3 

Featured Source Source C: Essay on the relationship between the Nile River and Pyramid building.  

 

This source is an essay excerpt about life for the people who built pyramids during the flooding and is available online at 
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/way-life-ancient-egypt and 
https://www.usnews.com/science/articles/2010/01/12/egypt-new-find-shows-slaves-didnt-build-pyramids 

 

 

When food was plentiful and the Nile was flooded, pharaohs ordered workers to build huge pyramids. These pyramids 
were tombs. They would eventually hold the pharaohs' embalmed bodies and riches for the after-life. The workers who 
built the pyramids in summer during flood time were from many backgrounds. Some were trained craftsmen, some 
were farmers, and some were prisoners.  

Egypt's archaeology chief Zahi Hawass said evidence from an excavation in 2010 shows that approximately 10,000 
laborers working on the pyramids ate 21 cattle and 23 sheep sent to them daily from farms. Historians do not think that 
enslaved people built pyramids. Historians do know that building the pyramids was hard work: “Though they were not 
slaves, the pyramid builders led a life of hard labor,” said Adel Okasha, supervisor of the excavation.  

“Their skeletons have signs of arthritis, and their lower vertebrae point to a life passed in difficulty.” he said. 

"Their bones tell us the story of how hard they worked," Okasha said. 

"Pyramid builders lived a short life and skeletal studies show they suffered from bad health, very much likely because of 
how hard their work was." said Dieter Wildung, a former director of Berlin's Egyptian Museum 
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Summative Performance Task 

 

At this point in the inquiry students have examined videos, photographs, and various text excerpts that explain the 
positive and negative effects of the flooding of the Nile River.  In this summative performance task, students are asked 
to construct an evidence-based argument responding to the compelling question “Did the benefits outweigh the costs 
from flooding of the Nile River?” Students should be able to demonstrate the breadth of their understanding and their 
ability to use evidence from multiple sources to support their claims. It is important to note that students’ arguments 
could take a variety of forms, including a detailed outline, poster, or essay.  

Students’ arguments likely will vary, but could include any of the following.  

● The benefits of the flooding of the Nile River outweighed the costs because the silt deposits left behind fertilized 
the fields and allowed for the Egyptian people to have food and continue to grow crops. 

● The cost of the flooding of the Nile River outweighed the benefits because the flooding wasn’t consistent 
enough to keep some crops alive, it brought water-borne diseases, and farmers were put in danger more than 
other people in Egypt because their jobs put them most in harm’s way. 

● The flooding of the Nile River was both beneficial and costly because it brought an opportunity for lots of new 
crops to grow and rejuvenated the land, but it brought disease to the people of Egypt and always brought the 
risk that people would die. 

To extend this inquiry, students may create a poster representing the argument about the benefits and costs of flooding 
on the Nile River with information from the sources presented as evidence. 

To take informed action students complete the following steps. 

● Identify a local area prone to flooding and describe how those floods may be simultaneously life giving and 
devastating. 

● Assess by considering how to be prepared for the potential benefits and dangers of flooding. 

● Act by creating an action plan that can be shared with their peers in case of flooding in the local area. 

 

 


