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Migrant Mother
Historical Background Information
As farmlands became useless because of the drought, farms were abandoned and 2.5 million people left the 
plains to look for work.  Some rode freight trains as hobos, and 200,000 people loaded up their cars and 
headed west to California camping along the roadside.  Life was hard as a migrant worker.  Many died along 
the migratory route and others died from diseases in the shacktowns, which had no plumbing, electricity, or 
sanitation.  There were 50 people for every job and employers took advantage of the workers by dropping 
wages dramatically.  This woman was a migrant worker who was widowed with six children.  Her photo was a 
shock to most Americans who were far removed from the plight of the migrant worker.  

Analyzing History
Knowledge
How would you describe this migrant woman to 
someone who has never seen her photo?  Can you see 
how many people are in the photo?

Comprehension
What evidence in the photo illustrates this woman’s 
difficult life as a migrant worker?

Application
If this photo could speak, what kinds of concerns 
would this woman express?  What would be your 
response to comfort her?  Write your dialogue.  

Analysis
In what ways could a large influx of migrants change 
a community?  Think in terms of schools, businesses, 
home value, etc.

Synthesis
Create a one-act play about this migrant worker and 
her family.  Show the hardships migrant workers face 
as well as their hopes and fears.  

Evaluation
A woman from the Farm Security Administration took 
this picture.  She assured the mother that this picture 
would not be published, but the next day the photo was 
on the front page of all the newspapers.  Immediately 
Americans responded by sending food, clothing, 
medical help, and supplies to aid the migrants in the 
camp.  Was it right for the woman to publish this 
photo?  Did the reporter lie or just break a promise?  
Write a one page paper defending your position.  

Historical Writing
Fiction
You are a newspaper reporter and have just met 
with the woman who took the migrant mother’s 
photo.  She wants you to write an article about 
the plight of the migrant worker to go along 
with the photo, which will appear in all the 
major newspapers.  Write that article giving it an 
appropriate headline.  

Nonfiction
John Steinbeck’s novel, The Grapes of Wrath, 
was published in 1939.  This historical-fiction 
novel tells the sad story of the Oklahoma migrant 
workers in California.  It was very controversial 
because it upset an Oklahoma congressman and the 
farmers in California.  One county in California 
removed it from the public libraries saying it was 
“untrue.”  Other libraries and school boards across 
the nation refused to buy the book because it 
contained profanity.  Imagine you are a politician 
during the Depression.  Write a persuasive speech 
about this controversy.  Choose whether you 
will defend the novel or ban it from schools and 
libraries. 

History Challenge
Find out the history of this migrant mother.  Who 
was she, where did she come from, how many 
children did she have, and how did she end up in 
California’s Weedpatch Camp?


