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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, Lesson 35, The Impact of World War 
II on Americans. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

National Hispanic Heritage Month

The Impact of World War II on Americans

Lesson Overview

Explore how Mexican Americans were impacted by World War II, including the opportunities and 
hardships they faced. Then, create an engaging newsreel with your classmates to demonstrate what you 
learned about Mexican Americans in World War II.

Teacher Prep

1. Print reading “Mexican Americans Leave the Fields for War Work” for each student. 
2. Print out enough copies of Handout A and Handout B for each group of four students. 

Procedures

1. Read “Mexican Americans Leave the Fields for War Work.” 
2. Have students create a T-chart to show how World War II impacted Mexican Americans. At the top of 

the left column, write “Opportunities.” At the top of the right column, write “Hardships.” Students will 
write at least four opportunities and/or hardships that Mexican Americans experienced during the war 
based on the reading. 

3. Organize students into groups of four. Provide each group a copy of Handout A and Handout B. They 
will designate the four roles listed on Handout A: Chief Researcher, Lead Story Director, Human Interest 
Director, and Producer. 

4. Students will create and act out newsreel footage to show how wartime conditions led to both 
opportunities and hardships for Mexican Americans. Each newsreel will consist of a lead story and a 
human interest story.  Follow the instructions on Handout A to create their newsreel broadcast and 
incorporate the source on Handout B. 

5. Students will take turns presenting their group’s newsreel. 
6. After all groups present, discuss the following question with the class:

• Based on what you read and heard during the presentations, do you believe the American founding 
ideal of opportunity was advanced or restricted during wartime? Why? 
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GIs of Mexican ancestry served 
with distinction in World War II. 
Many received medals for bravery 
in combat. Some of these GIs were 
Mexican nationals, or citizens of 
Mexico living in the United States. 
Service in the armed forces 
improved their chances of gaining 
U.S. citizenship.

Mexican Americans Leave the Fields for War Work

During the war, many Mexican Americans faced discrimination 
in their everyday lives. Like African Americans, some questioned 
the purpose of joining the armed forces. “Why fight for America,” 
one soldier asked, “when you have not been treated as an 
American?” Despite such doubts, many Mexican Americans 
enlisted in the armed forces, while others left their traditional 
farm jobs or segregated urban neighborhoods to join the industrial 
workforce. These wartime changes created new opportunities for 
Mexican Americans.

Mexican Americans and Mexicans Join the War Effort Approximately 
500,000 Mexican Americans served in the armed forces during 
World War II. One of their slogans was “Americans All,” suggesting 
that many viewed the war as an opportunity to prove their loyalty 
and become part of the American mainstream.

A higher proportion of Mexican Americans fought in combat 
units than any other ethnic group. Additionally, Mexican American 
soldiers suffered heavy casualties compared to other ethnic groups. 
They also received many combat awards. The Congressional Medal 
of Honor was awarded to 14 Texans, five of whom were Mexican 
American. One Mexican American leader summarized the social 
effects of the war this way:

“This war . . . has shown those ‘across the tracks’ that we all share the same 
problems. It has shown them what the Mexican American will do, what 
responsibility he will take, and what leadership qualities he will demonstrate. 
After this struggle, the status of the Mexican Americans will be different.”

—Manuel de la Raza, quoted in Carlos Muñoz Jr.,  
Youth, Identity, Power: The Chicano Movement, 1989

Before the war, discrimination had barred most Mexican 
Americans from many high-paying industrial jobs. The war and its 
labor shortages dramatically changed this. Thousands of Mexican 
Americans abandoned their rural, agricultural lives and migrated to 
industrial centers to work in the defense industry.

To replace Mexican American farm labor, the government 
looked south of the border. In August 1942, the United States 
and Mexico devised the Bracero Program. Bracero is Spanish for 
“manual laborer.” Under this program, Mexican citizens received 
short-term contracts to come to the United States to work. By 1944, 
about 120,000 Mexican braceros were completing farm labor in  
21 states, while other Mexicans did maintenance work on  
western railroads.
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Prejudice Against Mexican Americans Erupts in Zoot Suit Riots Mexican 
Americans in major cities lived apart from whites. Their barrios, 
or neighborhoods, were nearly self-sufficient, possessing their own 
shops, churches, and schools. Like many immigrant communities, 
barrios often developed in poor, run-down areas of cities, where 
crime rates were often high. The barrio of East Los Angeles during 
the war was no different. Mexican Americans there had little 
regular contact with white Americans, and relations between the 
two groups were hostile. In 1943, a full-scale riot erupted in the 
barrio, due in part to a fashion fad known as the “zoot suit.”A zoot 
suit consists of a flat, broad-brimmed felt hat, a long suit coat with 
large shoulder pads, and baggy pants that flare at the knee. Many 
Mexican American teenagers, or pachucos, in East Los Angeles 
began to dress in this flashy style, wearing their hair in the ducktail 
fashion, which was long in the back. White Americans tended 
to associate the zoot suit with Mexican American street gang 
members, many of whom adopted the style. Thus, many white 
people viewed the flamboyant zoot suit as a symbol of lawlessness.

Pachucos and servicemen from the local navy base occasionally 
clashed in small-scale skirmishes, which would escalate into the 
Zoot Suit Riots in June 1943. For several nights, mobs of sailors 
and marines roamed the barrio streets, attacking not only gang 
members, but also anyone wearing a zoot suit. They assaulted 
hundreds of pachucos and tore off their suits.

Los Angeles police did little to stop the servicemen, and arrested 
and jailed the victims instead. Meanwhile, newspapers incited 
mobs with headlines like “Zoot Suiters Learn Lesson in Fights with 
Servicemen.” Military police finally intervened to end the violence. 
An investigative committee later determined that the main causes 
of the Zoot Suit Riots were racial prejudice, police discrimination, 
and inflammatory press articles.

In June 1943, U.S. sailors and marines 
attacked young Mexican Americans 
in East Los Angeles, in part because 
the teenagers were wearing zoot 
suits. The police generally left the 
servicemen alone, arresting the 
Mexican Americans instead.  
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Creating a Newsreel

Step 1: Assign roles. Review the roles and divide 
them up among the members of your group. Make 
sure everyone understands her or his responsibili-
ties. Everyone will participate in the newsreel.

Chief Researcher: You will lead the group during 
Step 2. Make sure all group members learn the key 
content about your topic. Help brainstorm ideas for 
the script and participate in the newsreel. 

Lead Story Director: You will lead the group 
during Step 3. Help brainstorm ideas for the script 
and participate in the newsreel. 

Human Interest Director: You will lead the group 
during Step 4. Help brainstorm ideas for the script 
and participate in the newsreel. 

Producer: You will lead the group during Steps 
5 and 6. Help brainstorm ideas for the script and 
participate in the newsreel.

Step 2: Read the section in the Lesson for 
the topic assigned to you. Then complete 
the corresponding Reading Notes. The Chief 
Researcher is responsible for making sure all group 
members can complete the Reading Notes for your 
section. 

Step 3: Brainstorm ideas for a two- to three-
minute lead story. The Lead Story Director will 
lead a group brainstorm about this segment. The  
lead story must include

• examples of at least four opportunities or  
hardships experienced by the group during  
World War II.

• both sources from Handout B.

• at least one prop.

 

After you have determined the content for this 
segment, decide which two students will be the 
wartime news correspondents. They will deliver 
the lead story “live” from a “remote” location. 
Each correspondent must incorporate one source 
into his or her broadcast. If one source is an audio 
record ing, be sure to preview it first to make sure 
it will be played at the appropriate time during the 
broadcast. 

Step 4: Brainstorm ideas for a two- to three-
minute human interest story. The Human 
Interest Director will lead a group brainstorm 
about this segment. The human interest story must 
include

• an on-scene interview with an individual who 
was directly affected by the war.

• questions about the background and experiences 
of the featured individual.

• at least one prop.

After you have determined the content for this 
segment, determine which two students will be the 
on-scene reporter and the interviewee. 

Step 5: Write the scripts for the lead and 
human interest stories and gather props. The 
Producer should review both scripts and make sure 
the props enhance the newsreel. 
 

Step 6: The Producer should lead the group in 
rehearsing the newsreel. As you rehearse, the 
Producer should make sure that

• everyone is actively involved in the newsreel.

• eveyone speaks loudly and clearly.

• the props are well integrated.

• the group of Americans is identified at the  
beginning of the newsreel.

Work with your group to create a newsreel that you will act out in front of the class. Your newsreel 
should highlight the impact of World War II on your assigned group. It should describe the kinds of 
opportunities and/or hardships World War II created for this group of Americans. 
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Mexican Americans

Dear Mr. Wallace:

        We are writing you this letter  

because we heard you speak on the  

16th of September here in Los Angeles  

. . . In our neighborhood there are no  

recreation centers and the nearest  

movie is about a mile away. We have  

no place to play so the Police are  

always arresting us . . . There is still 

a lot of discrimination in theaters 

and swimming pools and . . . [the] 

newspapers have made us look like 

criminals too. They make fun of zoot 

suits and use the word “Mexicans” like  

it was a dirty word. 

        We have talked about all this in our 

club and we think it is very bad for the 

war because it is against unity and  

divides us from the rest of the people. . .  

 

[We] know that us Mexican-American boys and girls can do a lot of things to win the war if someone will give us a chance. We have got a Defense Club to help the 24 boys on trial and the way we are raising money for that is to collect scrap iron . . . 
        Discrimination is what hurts the most, so help us with that particularly because discrimination is the thing that makes the other Americans divide from us . . . We don’t like Hitler or the  Japanese either.

We thank you very much.
Respectfully,
YOUTH COMMITTEE for the DEFENSEOF MEXICAN AMERICAN YOUTH

Source: “American Experience: Zoot Suit Riots,” PBS, www.pbs.org.
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