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The Delta in Diaspora:  The Great Migration and Your Community 

By Nathaniel R. Ricks, Salt Lake City, Utah 

Grade Level:  7-12 

Subject:  Social Studies (easily adaptable to Language Arts, Mathematics) 

Length of time:  Variable 

Lesson Overview:  In this lesson, students will use data from the 1910-1940 Censuses to measure the 

effects of the Great Migration on their community.  While the lesson focuses particularly on identifying 

Delta migrants based on place of birth identified on census records, it can be easily adjusted to the 

larger Great Migration of African Americans from the rural South to the urban North. The lesson will 

work best in communities that had population influx as a result of the Great Migration—you may find it 

helpful to consult local genealogical experts or do additional research on the Great Migration in your 

community prior to teaching this lesson.   

Preparation/Pre-teaching:  Prior to this lesson, students should be given background information on the 

Great Migration and factors that motivated migration from the South during the interwar period, 

including economic opportunity, job loss due to mechanization of agriculture, Jim Crow racism, the 

Great Flood of 1927, etc.  Students should also receive instruction on using Census records to mine 

movement data by identifying place of birth when listed on the census reporting documents.   

Some helpful guides for analyzing census documents are available at Ancestry.com, FamilySearch.org, 

and Census.gov.  Teachers may also find it helpful to contact local genealogists and/or historians prior to 

teaching this lesson, for additional tools and community-specific tips. 

Materials needed:  access to computers, websites including Ancestry.com (essential to access 1910-1930 

censuses) and http://1940census.archives.gov/ (1940 Census is only one fully online, though not yet 

searchable); list of Delta towns & cities (I have been unable to find a decent one online—you may need 

to search for individual counties), or a detailed map of the Delta; Great Migration map from Census 

website 

Suggested Procedure: 

1.  Begin by projecting census Great Migration map.  Facilitate discussion on features of the map, 

noting important trends.  Also note limitations of visualization (i.e. does not show all migration, 

only shows major cities, does not identify origins of migrants, etc.) 

2. Using the 1910-1940 Census records, have students identify African American individuals on 

their community’s census schedules who listed places of birth in southern states, and more 

particularly in Delta towns.  (Note:  the 1910-1930 census records on Ancestry.com are 

searchable, which will make the identification easier; the 1940 census records at the 

http://1940census.archives.gov/
https://www.census.gov/dataviz/visualizations/020/


archives.gov website are not yet searchable, but could add to the adventure of the physical 

search.  They are organized by census location, so you can pretty easily find a particular city) 

You can have students examine multiple census years to track change over time, or look at one 

census year to note simply the presence of Delta- or Southern-born residents 

3. Have students aggregate their findings and help them draw conclusions.   

4. Assess student acquisition of expected outcomes  

Items to note:  Census data was gathered by hand, and you may need to help students decipher 

handwriting, make judgments on spelling of family and place names, and aid in finding and correctly 

identifying the locations of listed places of birth.   

***What do you do if you don’t find any Delta or black migration to your city?  Use that as a teachable 

moment.  What about your community might discourage, or even simply just not encourage, black 

migration?  What other factors (economic, geographic, social, political, etc) might entice African 

Americans to migrate to places other than your community?  Did your students note any other trends in 

places of origin, family/household size, family/given names, or other data points? 

Assessment:  You can create a quick skills assessment of the census-analyzing tools that the students 

should have acquired as a result of the assignment; or assess their knowledge of factors that contributed 

to black migration with an exit ticket, fist-to-five, KWL Chart (modify beginning of lesson to incorporate), 

etc. 

Extension(s):  Have students choose a person they identified from the census records and conduct 

additional research on them using local libraries, archives, historical journals, and other resources. Try to 

find living relatives and conduct oral history interviews. Have students identify contributions of migrants 

to local culture, i.e. cuisine, labor & businesses, politics, religion, music, etc. using appropriate primary 

and secondary sources 

CCSS Standards addressed:   

RH.6-8.1. Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources. 

RH.6-8.2. Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide 

an accurate summary of the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions. 

RH.6-8.7. Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) 

with other information in print and digital texts. 

WHST.6-8.7. Conduct short research projects to answer a question (including a self-generated 

question), drawing on several sources and generating additional related, focused questions that 

allow for multiple avenues of exploration. 

 

Prepared in 2015 for the NEH Landmarks of American History Workshop, “The Most Southern Place on Earth: Music, Culture, 

and History in the Mississippi Delta,” held at Delta State University 


