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Mexican Migration to Kansas

This lesson focuses on the contributions of Mexican immigrant labor on two important industries in Kansas 
(railroad and agriculture) at the turn of the 20th century. Students will read a brief history on the topic and  
a reminiscence of an immigrant’s experience. Students will study the costs and benefits to the businesses  
and the immigrants using a “Foldable” two tab concept map. This lesson is designed to be completed in  
one class period.

Content:
 •    Students will be able to identify two important industries in Kansas in the early 1900s.
 • Students will be able to explain the motivations behind Mexican immigration in the 1900s. 
Skills: 
 • Students will be able to analyze the costs and benefits for the immigrants and the businesses.

• Why do people immigrate?
• Why do businesses look outside the United States for labor?

History: 
Benchmark 2, Indicator 7: The student describes the contributions made by Mexican immigrants to  
 agriculture and the railroad industry.  
Reading:
Benchmark 4, Indicator 4: The student generates and responds logically to literal, inferential, evaluative,  
 synthesizing, and critical thinking questions before, during, and after reading the text. 

The Read Kansas! project was created by the Kansas Historical Society
 in cooperation with the Kansas State Department of Education. 
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Activities

This activity uses the following Read Kansas! cards:
	 •	Seeking	a	Better	Life 
	 •	The	Maria	Rodriguez	Story

Day 1
1. Introduce the topic of migration. Lead a brief discussion on why people immigrate.  
 •  Discuss the concept of push-pull in immigration: some factors push people to leave their homeland 

and other factors pull them to settle in new places. 
 •  Remind students that migration is an ongoing process. Identify recent groups of immigrants to the 

United States—why they came and why they left their homeland.
 • Explain that the Mexican immigration lesson has many similarities to other immigration stories.
2.  Students will be learning about the contributions of Mexican immigrants in the early 20th century by 

reading an expository Read Kansas! card and a reminiscence Read Kansas! card. 
3. Before you begin reading have students create a two-section, layered-booklet Foldable. 
 •  Each student will need three pages of colored paper. Stagger the layers by one inch and fold  

width-wise so you have six “pages.” Then fold this unit in half to divide the booklet into two sections.  
Unfold and place glue in fold of each page. Then fold the booklet in half and cut along the valley 
(see illustration.) Close booklet and label the top flap on one side “Railroads” and the other flap  
“Agriculture.” 

 •  Label both of the second flaps “Costs,” the third flaps “Benefits,” the fourth flaps “Immigrants,” the fifth 
flaps “Costs,” and the sixth flaps “Benefits.”

4.  Students will use this booklet to record the costs and benefits of working for the railroad and the sugar 
beet industry to both the businesses and the immigrants. 

 •  Review the terms with your students. A cost is something that is given up to satisfy your wants.  
A benefit is something that satisfies one’s wants.

5. Distribute a copy of the Seeking	a	Better	Life Read Kansas! card to each student.  
 • Students can work in pairs or in small groups to complete this exercise.
 •  Have the students read this entire card to identify the costs and benefits to the railroads for using  

Mexican immigrants and the costs and benefits to agriculture for using Mexican immigrants then  
record their findings under the respective flaps of their Foldable.

6. When they are finished provide every student with a copy of the The	Maria	Rodriguez	Story	 
 Read Kansas! card.
 •  As a class, read the card aloud. Have students take turns reading a sentence or two. Stop to answer 

questions or explain content.
7. Students return to their pairs. 
 •  Have the students identify the costs and benefits to Mexican immigrants for working for the railroad 

and identify the costs and benefits to Mexican immigrants for working in the field of agriculture and 
record their findings.

 •  Students may find information in this card to add to the top half of their Foldable.
8.  Students may wish to illustrate their Foldables. Their drawings on the top flaps should illustrate an  

important facet or point of view about railroads and agriculture at the turn of the century. The 
“Immigrant” flaps (fourth flap) should illustrate some aspect of Mexican immigrant life.

9.  Bring the class back together to share the information they have collected in their Foldable. This can be 
done in a discussion first reviewing what the students learned about Mexican immigrant contributions to 
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       the railroads and then Mexican immigrant contributions to agriculture in Kansas. Have students  
discuss the costs and benefits to both the businesses and the immigrants. You may wish to list their 
answers on the board. 

10.  As a final assessment, each student will write one paragraph on the question: “Who benefited the most 
from this experience, the businesses or the immigrants?”

• Evaluate students’ ability to work cooperatively to complete the Costs	and	Benefits	Foldable activity.
• Evaluate the student’s ability to answer the “Who benefited most?” question.

Creating a Foldable: (This activity is based on Dinah Zike’s video Teaching Social Studies with Foldables.)
•  Layer three different colors of 8 ” X 11” paper. Stagger the layers by about one inch.
• Fold the unit to create six flaps.
• Glue or staple the top edge of the Foldable.
• Fold the unit in half and cut in the valley. Do not cut the bottom layer.
• Label the sections as shown in the illustration.

If you are using the textbook The Kansas Journey, use this lesson with pages 138 and 278. Use this lesson 
as part of a larger unit on immigrants with Read Kansas! lessons M-21 Tracing	Migration	Patterns, M-22 
The	Exoduster, and M-25 The	Hmong	Migration.

In the article about Mrs. Rodriguez it states: “Mrs. Rodriguez bore two children who fell victims to the  
harsh surroundings within a few weeks of their birth.” They died due to exposure of living in a tent through 
a Kansas winter.

For the Teacher

Assessment
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The materials in this packet may be reproduced for classroom use only. Reproduction of these materials for any other use 
is prohibited without written permission of the Kansas Historical Society.
Resources for this lesson are from: 
• Kansas Historical Society collections 

Sugar beets: Sugar can be produced from sugar cane or from sugar beets. A sugar beet is a tuber,  
somewhat like a sweet potato, that has a high concentration of sucrose (sugar) contained within the 
root structure. Until the 1950s growing sugar beets was a very labor-intensive process. Each plant  
required individual attention several times during the growing process and no machine had been invented  
to provide the specific attention required. Today the process is totally mechanized.

What	is	a	reminiscence?	A reminiscence is the act of recalling or remembering experiences and events from 
the past. It is a primary source since it is written by someone who participated in the event and experience.

Answer Key:

Railroad Agriculture

Costs: Recruit Mexicans at border, paid Costs: Paid $.15 an hour
immigration fees, paid workers $1.40 per day

Benefits: Mexicans had experience working Benefits:	Mexican immigrants willing to do 
the railroad, new houses kept workers near labor-intensive work, entire families would
the tracks so available for work at all hours work during harvest, had year-round 
 employees

Immigrants	 Immigrants

Costs: Had to leave family for half the year, Costs: Leave homeland, back-breaking labor
had to live in new place, no housing, little working in sugar beat fields, worked long
money, no time off to build a house, lived in a  hours, field work as hard as railroad work, 
tent year round, children died, had to work in women and children had to work during
all types of weather, sometimes had to walk  harvest 
long distances to get to work site

Benefits:	More employment opportunities than  Benefits: More employment opportunities 
Mexico, seasonal work allowed men to return than in Mexico; year-round employment; had
home in winter, brought families to Kansas,  money to buy nice clothes, eat out, go places; 
could leave Mexico where she didn’t like the good education for children
government and low wages


