
KEY TERMS

Dreamers – migrants brought to the U.S. illegally as minors and raised in 
the U.S.; they take their name from the failed DREAM Act which would have 
granted them legal residency status

drug cartels – criminal organizations responsible for supplying illegal 
drugs to drug traffickers; run by drug lords knows as capos

Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI)– the Mexican political 
party that dominated Mexican government and politics for most of the 20th 
century

maquiladoras – U.S.-owned factories along the northern Mexican border 
that employ lower-wage Mexican workers to assemble products for export 
back to the U.S.

nativism – preference for native inhabitants of a country and their 
perceived interests over immigrants and their interests

protectionist – favoring government protection of domestic producers 
and manufacturers over foreign competitors through trade policies such as 
tariffs 

remittances – money sent by immigrants from their wages back to family 
in their country of origin

xenophobia – fear or hatred of foreigners 

The lessons for this topic were written by Lara Maupin, M.Ed., educator and 
freelance writer based in Minneapolis, MN. She formerly taught history and AP U.S. 
& comparative government in Fairfax, VA. 

7. The U.S. and Mexico
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LESSON ONE
Student Objectives

Upon completion, students will be able to:
 n	 Identify key facts related U.S.-Mexico relations.
 n	 Use facts to support policy statements on immigration, the war on drugs, or border security.

Materials

 n	 Classroom set of Handout #7-A
 n	 Great Decisions article, “The United States and Mexico: partnership tested” by Michael Shifter 

and Bruno Binetti

Time

60 minutes for reading / finding facts; 30 minutes for lesson completion

Lesson Development

1. Warm-up / introduction:  To connect with prior learning, personal experiences, and current events, 
ask students what they know about current issues surrounding the U.S.-Mexico relationship. List or 
listen to student responses without discussing them. Tell students they will learn more about how 
this relationship has evolved to more fully understand current issues such as immigration, the war on 
drugs, and border security.

2. As students read the Great Decisions article, they should fill in the blanks on the handout, compiling 
a list of key facts. This step can be completed (or finished) for homework as needed.  

3. When students are done reading and finding facts, review the answers with them. (1. > 1 million, 2. 
$1.4 billion, 3. 200,000, 4. 36 million, 5. > 25%, 6. negative, 7. Obrador (AMLO), 8. 1848, 9. 1992, 
10. $71 billion, 11. 300,000, 12. 43, 13. 30,000, 14. 328%, 15. 75%.) 

4. Ask students to respond to the first question on the handout below the list of facts. Have them share 
their responses with a partner.

5. Have students complete the last task on the handout, using facts to support a personal policy state-
ment on immigration, the war on drugs, or border security. 

Additional Suggestion

Consider extending this lesson by having students:
n	 Share, discuss, and debate their policy statements in small groups. Can students reach agreement on 

any solutions regarding immigration, the war on drugs, or border security? Students report on their 
group discussions and any conclusions they reached.

n	 Research the issue they wrote about in their policy statement in more depth to gather additional facts 
supporting their views. Write a position paper, letter to the editor, or letter to an elected representative 
explaining their position on U.S.-Mexico policy.
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LESSON TWO

Student Objectives

Upon completion, students will be able to:
 n	 Identify U.S. policies and programs related to Mexico since World War II, including policy ob-

jectives and outcomes. 
 n	 Compare U.S. and Mexican interests regarding illegal immigration and illegal drug trade.

Materials

 n	 Classroom set of Handout #7-B 
 n	 Great Decisions article, “The United States and Mexico: partnership tested” by Michael Shifter 

and Bruno Binetti

Time

45 – 50 minutes  

Lesson Development

1. After students have read the article, ask them to complete the first chart (of U.S. programs) on the 
handout. Students may work individually, with a partner, or in small groups. 

2. Ask students to generalize and draw conclusions about the U.S.-Mexico relationship from the poli-
cies put in place since World War II. Share and discuss.

3. Note that while the U.S. and Mexico both benefit from legal immigration and legal trade, both 
countries also struggle to manage the effects of illegal immigration and illegal drug trade. Have 
students work with a partner or in small groups to list each nation’s goals in the second chart on the 
handout and discuss where these goals align and where they conflict. Share and discuss.

Additional Suggestion

n	 Consider extending this lesson by having students evaluate current Trump administration positions 
and policy proposals in the context of past U.S. policies. In what ways are President Trump’s poli-
cies in line with previous policies and in what ways are they a departure from the past? One way 
to meet this learning target is to have students find, read, and share current (or very recent) news 
articles on the president’s public statements or proposals regarding border security. Then ask them 
to determine the following from what they read (and conduct additional research if needed):  What 
is the president proposing or demanding? Why? How are Congress or the Courts responding? Why? 
What do students feel the U.S. should do regarding border security? Why?
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HANDOUT  #7 - A
The U.S.-Mexico Partnership:  Facts and Figures

NAME:_____________________________________

Compile the following facts as you read.

1.	 Number of people who cross the U.S.-Mexico border each day: __________________________

2.	 Amount in trade across the U.S.-Mexico border each day: __________________________

3.	 Number of people killed in Mexico since 2006:   __________________________

4.	 Number of people of Mexican origin living in the U.S.:  __________________________

5.	 Percentage of Mexicans living in the U.S. who are citizens: __________________________

6.	 Net immigration from Mexico since 2009:   negative				or			positive					(circle)

7.	 Mexican president elected in 2018:    __________________________

8.	 Year that the U.S. annexed half of Mexico:   __________________________

9.	 Year that the U.S., Mexico, and Canada signed NAFTA:  __________________________

10.	 Amount of U.S. trade goods deficit with Mexico in 2017: __________________________

11.	 ICE arrests per year in 2010 and 2011:    __________________________

12.	 Number of students who disappeared in Guerrero in 2014: __________________________

13.	 Number of missing Mexicans due to war on drugs as of 2017: __________________________

14.	 Percentage increase in U.S. heroin deaths (2010–15):  __________________________

15.	 Percentage who believe immigration is good for the U.S.:  __________________________

 Which of these facts surprised you or contradicted something you previously heard or believed? Explain.

 Use one or more of these facts to support an opinion you have about U.S. policy on immigration, the 
war on drugs, or border security (e.g., Because of x, the U.S. should y.).
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HANDOUT  #7 - B
U.S.-Mexico Policies & Programs

NAME:_____________________________________

PROGRAM YEARS PURPOSE / GOALS OUTCOMES / RESULTS

Bracero Program

Operation 

Wetback

1986 Immigration 

Reform

NAFTA

1995 Aid Package

DACA

Merida Initiative

USMCA

 What generalizations can you make about the U.S.-Mexico policy based on the programs the U.S. has 
implemented since the 1940s? 
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Consider how each nation’s goals and needs align on key issues and how they may conflict at times. 

ISSUE MEXICAN NEEDS / 

GOALS

AMERICAN NEEDS / 

GOALS

ILLEGAL 

IMMIGRATION

—undocumented 

immigrants

—“Dreamers” 

—temporary workers

ILLEGAL TRADE

—supply and demand of 

drugs

—war on drugs

—drug-related violence


