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The United States West of the Mississippi River

netw  rks

Lesson 3: Life in the United States West of the Mississippi

T erms to Know
Mormon a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints
Dust Bowl the southern Great Plains during the severe drought of the 1930s 
topsoil the fertile soil that crops depend on to grow
agribusiness an industry based on huge farms that rely on machines and mass production 

methods
aerospace the industry that makes vehicles that travel in the air and in outer space   

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONESSENTIAL QUESTION
How does technology change the way people live?

What I Know
What I Want 

to Know
What I Learned

How Can I 

Learn More

What do you know?What do you know?
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Lesson 3: Life in the United States West of the Mississippi, continued

 Identifying 

Cause and Effect

1. What is one reason why 
western cities may not 
have developed good 
public transportation 
systems?

 

 

 Reading 

Progress Check

  2. In what ways are Las 
Vegas and Phoenix 
different from Los 
Angeles and Seattle?

 

 

 

 Marking the 

Text

3. Read the text on the 
right. Underline three 
groups of people who 
are important parts of 
the population in the 
region west of the 
Mississippi.

  Interpreting

4. Why was NAFTA 
important?

 

 

 

The Region’s Cities and Rural Areas
Guiding Question Where do the people of the region live?

People who live in the western United States depend on cars to 
get them places. Cities are very spread out and there are large 
distances between them. 

Many cities in the region are large ports. Los Angeles and Long 
Beach in California share one very important port on the Pacific 
Ocean. Seattle and Tacoma in Washington link the United States 
and Asia. Texas has three port cities on the Gulf of Mexico. 

Not all busy cities are located on the coast. For example, Denver, 
Colorado was founded as a mining town. Today its economy is 
based on software, finance, and communications. Some of the 
most rapidly growing cities are in the interior of the United States, 
including Phoenix, Arizona,  and Las Vegas, New Mexico. 

There are many people who live in small towns and villages. 
Farmers, ranchers, fishermen, and others rely on the rich natural 
resources of the region. They may live far from cities, but use 
modern technology to make their lives easier.

Challenges Facing the Region
Guiding Question What issues face the region in coming years?

The region west of the Mississippi River is becoming more diverse. 
There are more Asian Americans than non-Hispanic whites living 
in Hawaii. Latinos outnumber non-Hispanic whites in California, 
New Mexico, and Texas.

The area is also home to many religious groups. For example, 
Utah has many Mormons, members of the Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter Day Saints. This group settled in Utah in the mid-1800s.

The number of people older than age 65 is growing. Older people 
draw retirement from the government-funded Social Security 
system. They also need healthcare. This is usually provided through 
Medicare, a government-run program. Meeting the costs of these 
programs will be a challenge in the coming years.

Trade relations between Canada, Mexico, and the United States 
are strong. These countries signed a trade agreement called the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in the early 1990s. 
This agreement created a free trade zone. Canada and Mexico are 
now the largest markets for U.S. goods. The United States also 
imports many things from both countries. Much of this trade flows 
through port cities west of the Mississippi River.
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The United States West of the Mississippi River

netw  rks

Lesson 3: Life in the United States West of the Mississippi, continued

 Identifying 

Cause and Effect

5. What is one negative 
effect of free trade?

 

 

 

  Making 

Connections

6. Why was the southern 
Great Plains called the 
“Dust Bowl”?

 

 

 

 Marking the 

Text

7. Read the text on the 
left. Highlight the 
environmental 
challenge that would 
be easiest for people 
to prevent.

 Reading 

Progress Check

8. Why is the likelihood 
of a major earthquake 
along the San Andreas 
Fault so worrisome?

 

 

 

 

These open borders that allow goods to pass freely between 
countries has also made it possible for people to freely enter the 
country, sometimes illegally. The United States has tried to stop 
the flow of illegal immigrants. These efforts have had some 
success. A better economy in Mexico has also played a part, 
because Mexicans are able to get better jobs at home. 

  The region west of the Mississippi River faces many 
environmental challenges, some of them caused by nature and 
some caused by humans actions. 

 Environmental Challenges

Natural Disasters Human-caused Disasters

• drought • oil spills

• volcanoes • erosion

• earthquakes • mud slides

Most of the United States west of the Mississippi has a very dry 
climate with little rainfall. In the 1930s a severe drought caused 
crops to fail in the Great Plains. The topsoil, the fertile soil crops 
need to grow, turned to dust and blew away. This area came to be 
called the Dust Bowl. Many farmers gave up farming and left the 
area to find other work. 

New farming practices have developed that may avoid another 
Dust Bowl. However, as more people move to the region, more 
water is needed. Farmers expanding their operations also need 
more water. A lack of water may affect the region's economy.

Other natural disasters occur as well. Washington, Alaska, and 
Hawaii all have active volcanoes that can erupt. Wildfires can burn 
millions of acres of trees in a year. A major fault system called the 
San Andreas Fault cuts through western California. It has caused 
several large earthquakes. Another earthquake could cause major 
damage in cities such as San Francisco and Los Angeles. 

There are other environmental problems that are caused by 
human actions. In 1989 an oil tanker spilled more than 250,000 
barrels of oil into the sea off  Alaska. In the Deepwater Horizon 
disaster of 2010 dumped nearly 5 million barrels of oil into the Gulf 
of Mexico. Both spills hurt wildlife and the local economy. 

Erosion is caused by harvesting too many trees for lumber, 
leaving hillsides and mountains bare. With no roots to hold it in 
place, soil runs off with rain and the surface of the mountain 
crumbles. Very heavy rains can cause mud slides, uprooting trees 
and burying houses. 
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The United States West of the Mississippi River
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Lesson 3: Life in the United States West of the Mississippi, continued

 Marking the 

Text

  9. Underline the 
industries that have 
become important in 
the area west of the 
Mississippi today.

  Reading 

Progress Check

10. Why did tourism and 
the tourist industry 
develop in the United 
States west of the 
Mississippi?

 

 

 

 

The Economy Today
Guiding Question How do the people of the region make their 
living today?

In the past, Americans moved west because of the land and 
natural resources. Today, most people in the west work in modern 
settings rather than on ranches or farms.

Farming is still important. Farms on the Great Plains produce a 
great deal of wheat. Other important products include cotton, 
corn, hay, and cattle and sheep. California grows fruits and 
vegetables all year. Most farms today are large agribusinesses, not 
small family farms. Agribusinesses rely on machines and mass-
production methods to farm large areas.

Other important industries include mining, the aerospace industry, 
and service industries. The aerospace industry makes vehicles that 
travel in the air and in outer space. Software and information science 
companies have become important in some places. Large cities like 
Dallas and Seattle have become banking centers. 

Tourism is also an important industry. Visitors travel to see the 
great natural beauty of the west. They enjoy unusual features like 
Alaska’s glaciers and Hawaii’s tropical beaches. National parks in 
the west also attract many tourists. 

 Writing Writing

Check for Understanding
1.  Informative/Explanatory What is one way that cities west of the Mississippi River differ 

from cities east of the river? 

 

 

 

2.  Narrative Write a journal entry of a college student in New York City who has decided to 
move west of the Mississippi River after graduation.
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