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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, Lesson 46, The Widening 
Struggle. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

César Chávez Day

Working for Change

Lesson Overview

Learn about the life of César Chávez, then plan a monument to honor his accomplishments.  

Teacher Prep

1. Print César Chávez: Working for Change for each student.

Procedures

1. Ask students to share what they may already know about the life of César Chávez.
2. Give each student a copy of César Chávez: Working for Change.
3. After reading, each student should create their own plan for a monument in their notes.  
4. Ask students to share what they included in their monument.   

https://www.teachtci.com/
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César Chávez, a migrant farmworker who 
later worked to improve the lives of other 
farmworkers, grew up in California during the 
Great Depression. This sculpture to honor him 
is located in downtown Sacramento.

César Chávez: 
Working for Change

César Chávez’s childhood in California was shaped by the 
Great Depression. After many years of working in agriculture as 
a migrant laborer himself, Chávez dedicated his life to the fight 
for the rights of migrant farmworkers across the country. What 
challenges did migrant farmworkers face during the  
Great Depression?

On a bright summer day in 1939, a car piled high with 
belongings pulled into a gas station 
near Gonzales, California. Squeezed 
inside among all of the bags and 
clothing was the Chávez family—
Librado and Juana and their five 
children, who had been driving 
through California  
for two days, searching for  
farm work.

The family had heard there were 
peas to be harvested in Atascadero, so 
they drove there, only to discover that 
the harvest had ended. Then someone 
told them about good picking about 
90 miles north, in Gonzales—but 
when they arrived, Librado asked 
around town and learned there was no 
work available there either.
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Now, as the disappointed Chávez family 
waited for gasoline at the station near 
Gonzales, a man approached them. The 
man understood that they were migrants in 
search of agricultural work just by the look 
of their overloaded car—everything they 
owned in the world, it seemed, was inside 
or on top of that car.

“Where are you going?” the man asked. 
“I know of a job.” He told them there was 
good pea picking near Half Moon Bay, 
another 100 miles to the north. He told 
the Chávezes that the work paid well, 
and promised that the family would be 
provided a house. Following the man’s 
advice, the Chávez family departed for Half 
Moon Bay with high hopes. 

Twelve-year-old César Chávez traveled 
with his family in that overloaded car 

towards Half Moon Bay. It was that summer in 1939, he later 
recalled, when his family’s whole world was “turned  
upside down.”

Until that summer, the Chávezes had lived and worked 
on their own ranch in Arizona. At the onset of the Great 
Depression, the family could no longer afford to pay their taxes 
and lost ownership of the ranch. Like so many others during this 
time, the Chávez family was forced to pack up their belongings 
and abandon their home for California. “We headed west,” 
Chávez later said. “It was our only hope.”

Upon their arrival in Half Moon Bay, the family’s hope 
once again turned to disappointment. There were peas to be 
harvested, but not nearly enough for all the workers who, like 
the Chávez family, had migrated to Half Moon Bay for the 
picking. There was no house for the family, just a dilapidated 
shed with a dirt floor—and the pay was only half of what the 
man at the gas station had promised.

That man, it turned out, was a labor contractor whose job 
was to hire workers for the farm owners, often by cheating 
migrant workers. Like many other migrant workers, it would 
take the Chávez family a long time to realize that they could not 
trust most labor contractors.

Many migrant families lived in cars and 
tents. Like the Chávez family, they drove up 
and down California’s roads in search of 
agricultural work harvesting crops.
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But right now, the Chávez family desperately needed money, 
so they all went into the fields and picked peas—even César’s 
5-year-old brother. The family moved slowly down the rows of 
peas, bent over under the blazing summer sun alongside the 
other migrant workers. At the end of the day, they waited in a 
long line for the peas to be sorted and weighed and to receive 
their pay. For their difficult labor under the hot California sun, 
the entire family made about seven cents an hour—a penny  
per person.

Two weeks later, the family packed their car and departed 
south for San José, where rumor had it there were cherries  
to pick.

From that summer on, the Chávez family followed the crops, 
working their way from San José and Sacramento in the north to 
the Imperial Valley in the south and back again. César climbed 
ladders to pick cherries, pitted apricots with a sharp blade, and 
gathered walnuts that his father shook out of the trees. Like 
other migrant farmworkers in California, Chávez picked grapes, 
tomatoes, cotton, and beans for mere pennies. 

The places they lived, César 
remembered, “were dumps, shacks, 
or worse, places that had no water, 
often no electricity.” The living 
conditions within the labor camps 
set up for the agricultural workers 
were deplorable—filthy, crowded, 
and lacking plumbing and privacy. 
The toilets, César recalled, were 
“always horrible, so miserable you 
couldn’t go there.”

While school was in session, 
César and his siblings worked in the 
fields after classes and on weekends. 
His mother sent the Chávez children 
to school every day, regardless 
of where they were living, the 
abundance of crops to harvest, or 
how desperately the family needed 
money. “I didn’t learn,” she would 
tell them, “but you can learn, so you 
have to go.”

Wherever they found work, the Chávez family 
spent their days like this woman, picking 
tomatoes and other crops, bent over under the 
blazing sun. Migrant work was difficult, and 
the pay was low. In the 1930s, a worker might 
earn only a few cents an hour.
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Chávez would later recall that, for him, school was “just a 
nightmare.” Other children harassed him for his Mexican accent, for 
wearing mismatched socks, and for having no coat to wear. When the 
family could not afford shoes, Chávez had to attend school barefoot. 
“They would never let me forget it,” he remembered.

Over the course of his migrant childhood, Chávez attended more 
than 30 different schools. After completing the eighth grade, Chávez 
abandoned his education for good and began to work in agriculture full 
time in order to help support his family.

Like that of any migrant worker, Chávez’s life was shaped by the 
passing of the seasons. “The crops changed and we kept moving,” he 
remembered. “There was a time for planting, and a time for thinning, 
and an endless variety of harvests up and down the state.” Chávez 
eventually left agricultural work behind to become a labor organizer 
and fight for workers’ rights.

Chávez understood the challenges of agricultural work, and he 
was familiar with the poverty that the migrants endured. Many were 
immigrants. He knew that the migrants were at the mercy of labor 
contractors who, he said, made a profit “by cheating the workers.” 

Chávez vowed to reform this unjust system and improve 
the lives of farmworkers. He called this fight for justice  
la causa, or “the cause.”

In Delano, California Filipino-American grape 
pickers started a strike, organized by Larry Itliong. 
Chávez and another organizer, Dolores Huerta, 
encouraged Latino grape pickers to join the strike. 
Chávez, Huerta, and Itliong formed a labor union called 
United Farm Workers (UFW). A labor union is an 
organization that tries to improve conditions for workers. 
The UFW held marches, strikes, and other protests to 
put pressure on farm owners to offer higher pay and 
improve working conditions. The Delano grape strike 
was successful, and the Delano farm owners agreed to 
higher pay for the grape pickers.

Chávez did not always achieve his goals, but he never 
stopped fighting for justice for migrant farmworkers. In 
honor of his life and work, California celebrates César 
Chávez Day on March 31, his birthday—a day for serving 
our communities and helping others. “It’s a lifetime 
job,” Chávez once said. “The work for social change and 
against social injustice is never ended.”

As an adult, Chávez traveled the country  
to inform other migrant farmworkers of  
their rights.
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César Chávez: Working for Change
1. How did César Chávez, Dolores Huerta, and Larry Itliong help Filipino-American and Latino  

grape pickers?

2. Design a monument dedicated to César Chávez. The monument should represent how Chávez 
changed the lives of migrant workers. Use labels to explain different parts of the monument.

3. Write an inscription for the monument. The inscription should explain the monument and 
include Chávez’s accomplishments. 


