
Name Date

The Thirteen Colonies
Read the text. Level 2 · 399 words

1 In 1607, English settlers built Jamestown in Virginia. It was the first lasting English colony 
in North America. By 1732, when Georgia was founded, there were thirteen English colonies 
along the Atlantic coast. All thirteen were ruled from Great Britain, but they were not all 
alike. Historians often group them into three regions.

2 These lands were not empty. Native nations, such as the Lenape along the Delaware River 
and the Catawba in the Carolinas, had lived there for thousands of years. The colonies grew 
by taking more and more of their land.

New England
3 The New England Colonies were Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Connecticut, and Rhode 

Island. Winters were long and cold, and the soil was thin and rocky, so most farms were 
small. Many colonists turned to the sea instead. They fished for cod, hunted whales, and 
built ships from the tall trees of the forests. Towns held town meetings, where men who 
owned land voted on local decisions.

The Middle Colonies
4 The Middle Colonies were New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware. The soil was 

rich and the growing season was longer, so farmers grew so much wheat and other grain 
that the region was called the “breadbasket” colonies. Busy ports such as New York and 
Philadelphia shipped flour to faraway places. William Penn founded Pennsylvania as a place 
where people of different faiths could worship freely.

The Southern Colonies
5 The Southern Colonies were Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and 

Georgia. The warm climate and long growing season were good for crops such as tobacco, 
rice, and indigo, a plant used to make blue dye. Many of these crops were grown on 
plantations, which were very large farms.

6 Plantation owners grew rich from the forced, unpaid work of enslaved Africans and their 
children. In South Carolina, many enslaved people came from parts of West Africa where 
rice had been grown for centuries, and their skill and knowledge helped make rice a valuable 
crop. Enslaved people also worked on farms, in shops, and on the docks of northern ports 
such as New York. Slavery was legal in every colony.

7 Geography shaped how people lived and worked in each region. Rocky soil pushed New 
Englanders toward the sea. Rich soil made the Middle Colonies a land of grain farms, and a 
warm climate led to southern plantations. In time, the thirteen colonies would join together 
to fight for independence.
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The Thirteen Colonies: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 Why were most farms in New England small?

a. too little rain b. thin, rocky soil c. the king’s orders

2 Which colony was one of the Middle Colonies?

Pennsylvania Massachusetts Connecticut

3 Find a word in paragraph 5 that means “very large farms.”

4 Reread paragraph 7. Rocky soil pushed New Englanders toward which kind of work?

a. rice and indigo crops b. fishing and ships c. grain farms

5 Slavery was legal only in the Southern Colonies. true false

6 Quote one sentence from paragraph 2 that shows the colonies were built on land where 
people already lived.

7 Choose two regions. Explain one way the work people did was different, and tell why. Use 
details from the text.
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Answer key For the teacher or parent

The Thirteen Colonies: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 Why were most farms in New England small?

a. too little rain b. thin, rocky soil c. the king’s orders

2 Which colony was one of the Middle Colonies?

Pennsylvania Massachusetts Connecticut

3 Find a word in paragraph 5 that means “very large farms.”

plantations

4 Reread paragraph 7. Rocky soil pushed New Englanders toward which kind of work?

a. rice and indigo crops b. fishing and ships c. grain farms

5 Slavery was legal only in the Southern Colonies. true false

6 Quote one sentence from paragraph 2 that shows the colonies were built on land where 
people already lived.

“Native nations, such as the Lenape along the Delaware River and the Catawba in

the Carolinas, had lived there for thousands of years.”

7 Choose two regions. Explain one way the work people did was different, and tell why. Use 
details from the text.

In New England, many people fished and built ships because the soil was thin and

rocky. In the Middle Colonies, farmers grew lots of wheat because the soil was rich.
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