
The Flood That Wouldn’t End: Experiencing the Slow Disaster of 1927 

Central Question: What changes when a disaster unfolds over months instead of 
minutes? 

Supporting Question: When did the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 actually begin— 
and when was it over? 

Consider doing this activity before the Timeline activity. 

 

Vocabulary for Focus: The Flood That Wouldn’t End 

Essential-Use Vocabulary 

Students should be able to understand and actively use these terms when explaining 
how the flood developed and changed over time. 

Essential 
Term 

Student-Friendly 
Definition Students Should Be Able to Say… 

Watershed 

An area of land where 
water drains toward the 
same river or body of 
water. 

“Rain across the 
Mississippi watershed contributed to rising 
water downstream.” 

Flood wave 
A rise in river level that 
moves downstream 
through a river system. 

“Several flood waves moved down the 
Mississippi rather than one single flood 
arriving at once.” 

Levee 
A raised embankment built 
to keep river water from 
flooding nearby land. 

“Communities depended on the levees to 
protect farms, towns, and railroads.” 

Vulnerability 
How likely a person or 
community is to be harmed 
by a hazard. 

“People without transportation were 
more vulnerable when evacuation became 
necessary.” 

Evacuation 
Moving people away from 
danger before or during an 
emergency. 

“Families had to decide when the risk was 
serious enough to begin  evacuation.” 

Displacement 
Being forced to leave 
home because it is unsafe 
or unusable. 

“The flood caused long -term displacement, 
even after the water began to fall.”  

Uncertainty 
A situation in which 
important information is 
incomplete or the outcome 

“Officials were making decisions 
under uncertaintybecause they did not know 
whether the levees would hold.” 



cannot be known 
confidently. 

Recovery 

The long process of 
restoring homes, 
livelihoods, infrastructure, 
communities, and 
everyday life after disaster. 

“Recovery continued long after the 
floodwater receded.” 

Essential Conceptual Distinction 

Students should also be able to use hazard and disaster correctly: 

Hazard — a condition or event that has the potential to cause harm. 

Disaster — a serious disruption that occurs when a hazard affects vulnerable people, 
communities, infrastructure, or systems. 

Students should be prepared to answer: 

At what point did the flood hazard become a disaster? 

There may be more than one defensible answer, but students should support their 
position with evidence. 

 

Full Vocabulary Reference 

Vocabulary Student-Friendly Definition Context in This Lesson 

Watershed 
An area of land where water 
drains toward the same river, 
lake, or other body of water. 

Rain falling hundreds of miles away 
eventually contributed water to the 
Mississippi River system. 

Tributary A smaller river or stream that 
flows into a larger river. 

Rising tributaries added more water to 
an already high Mississippi River. 

Saturated soil 
Soil that already contains so 
much water that it cannot easily 
absorb more. 

Months of rain left the ground 
saturated, so additional rainfall moved 
more quickly into streams and rivers. 

Runoff 

Water that flows across the 
land into streams and rivers 
rather than soaking into the 
ground. 

Saturated soils increased runoff into 
the Mississippi River system. 

Flood stage 
The river height at which 
flooding begins to threaten 
people, property, or 

The Mississippi at Cairo was already 
above flood stage by January 1927. 



transportation in a particular 
location. 

River stage 
The measured height of the 
water surface at a particular 
location on a river. 

Communities watched river stages 
upstream to understand what might be 
coming toward them. 

Flood wave 
A rise in river level that moves 
downstream through a river 
system. 

The lower Mississippi experienced 
repeated flood waves rather than one 
single rise in water. 

Levee 
A raised embankment built 
along a river to reduce flooding 
of nearby land. 

Communities depended on levees to 
keep Mississippi River water out of 
farms, towns, and transportation 
routes. 

Seepage Water slowly moving through or 
underneath soil or a levee. 

Levee patrols watched for seepage 
because it could signal that water was 
weakening the structure. 

Levee failure 
When a levee can no longer 
contain the water it was 
designed to hold. 

The Mounds Landing failure allowed 
Mississippi River water to spread 
across the Delta. 

Crevasse 
A break or breach in a river 
levee through which floodwater 
escapes. 

The Mounds Landing crevasse 
became one of the most consequential 
levee breaks of the 1927 flood. 

Floodplain 
Flat land beside a river that 
naturally floods when water 
levels rise. 

Once the levee failed, water spread 
into the Mississippi Delta floodplain. 

Inundation The covering of normally dry 
land by floodwater. 

Large areas of the Delta were 
inundated after levees failed. 

Infrastructure 

Human-built systems such as 
levees, roads, railroads, 
bridges, utilities, and drainage 
systems. 

Flooding disrupted transportation, 
utilities, levees, and other systems 
communities depended upon. 

Preparedness 
Actions taken before a disaster 
to reduce harm or make 
response easier. 

Families might gather supplies, move 
belongings, watch river levels, or 
arrange transportation before flooding 
occurs. 

Evacuation 
Moving people away from a 
dangerous place before or 
during an emergency. 

Students repeatedly decide when 
conditions are serious enough to 
justify leaving. 

Emergency A dangerous situation requiring 
immediate action. 

Students decide when prolonged high 
water becomes an emergency even 
before the local levee fails. 

Hazard 
A natural or human-caused 
condition that has the potential 
to cause harm. 

High water is a hazard; whether it 
becomes a disaster depends partly on 



exposure, vulnerability, infrastructure, 
and decisions. 

Disaster 

A serious disruption that causes 
widespread harm and exceeds 
a community's ordinary ability to 
respond. 

Students repeatedly consider when 
the developing flood becomes a 
disaster rather than simply a hazard. 

Vulnerability 
The degree to which a person 
or community is likely to be 
harmed by a hazard. 

Families with money, transportation, 
safe housing, or somewhere else to go 
had different options from those 
without those resources. 

Mobility The ability to move from one 
place to another. 

Transportation, money, employment, 
race, and social position affected 
people's ability to evacuate or leave 
refugee camps. 

Displacement 
Being forced to leave one's 
home because it is unsafe or 
unusable. 

Flooding displaced hundreds of 
thousands of people even after 
immediate rescue operations ended. 

Refugee camp 

A temporary place established 
to provide shelter and 
assistance to people displaced 
by disaster. 

Flood survivors lived in camps while 
homes and communities remained 
flooded or damaged. 

Relief 

Emergency assistance such as 
food, shelter, clothing, 
medicine, transportation, or 
other help after a disaster. 

As the flood continued, the crisis 
shifted from rescue toward long-term 
relief. 

Recovery 

The process of restoring 
homes, services, livelihoods, 
communities, and everyday life 
after a disaster. 

Recovery began at different times for 
different communities and could 
continue long after floodwater 
disappeared. 

Migration 

Movement from one place to 
another with the intention of 
living there for an extended 
period or permanently. 

Some people displaced by the flood 
did not return, connecting the disaster 
to longer-term migration. 

Compensation 
Payment or assistance given to 
someone who suffers a loss or 
bears a cost. 

Students consider whether people 
deliberately flooded to protect another 
community should receive 
compensation. 

Risk The possibility that a hazard will 
cause harmful consequences. 

Students repeatedly decide whether 
the growing evidence justifies 
evacuation or other actions. 

Risk 
redistribution 

Reducing danger in one place 
by transferring some of that 
danger to another place or 
group. 

Deliberately opening a levee below 
New Orleans illustrates how flood 
management can redistribute rather 
than eliminate risk. 



Hydrologic 
Related to water—its 
movement, amount, 
distribution, and behavior. 

The disaster begins as a hydrologic 
crisis but develops into social, 
economic, political, and humanitarian 
crises. 

Political power 
The ability to influence 
government decisions and 
public actions. 

The decision to deliberately flood 
some communities to protect New 
Orleans raises questions about who 
had influence over flood-control 
decisions. 

Uncertainty 

A condition in which important 
information is incomplete or the 
outcome cannot be known 
confidently. 

At nearly every reveal, people had to 
make decisions before knowing 
whether the levees would hold or how 
severe the flood would become. 

Vocabulary Tiers 

Tier 1 — Essential Use 

Students should use these words in speaking and writing: watershed • flood wave • 
levee • hazard • disaster • vulnerability • evacuation • displacement • uncertainty • 
recovery. 

These terms should appear in the Flood Investigator Log, discussions, systems model, 
and exit ticket. 

Tier 2 — Working Vocabulary 

Students need to understand these terms to successfully follow the reveals and 
activities: tributary • saturated soil • runoff • flood stage • river stage • seepage • levee 
failure • floodplain • infrastructure • preparedness • emergency • mobility • relief • 
migration 

Students do not necessarily need to memorize formal definitions, but they should 
recognize and correctly interpret the terms in context. 

Tier 3 — Extension / Precision Vocabulary 

These terms allow older or more advanced students to make more precise 
explanations: crevasse • inundation • compensation • risk redistribution • hydrologic • 
political power 

High school students should be encouraged to use these terms when appropriate, 
especially in discussions of Mounds Landing, Caernarvon, and the changing nature of 
the disaster. 



 

Four Distinctions Students Really Need 

Hazard vs. Disaster 

Hazard: Something that could cause harm. 

Disaster: What happens when that hazard seriously disrupts people, communities, 
infrastructure, or systems. 

This distinction supports the repeated question: Has the disaster begun yet? 

 

Evacuation vs. Displacement 

Evacuation: Leaving a dangerous place, often temporarily and sometimes before the 
hazard arrives. 

Displacement: Being unable to remain in or return to your home because of the 
disaster. 

A person can evacuate and return quickly. Another person can evacuate and remain 
displaced for months. 

 

Displacement vs. Migration 

Displacement: Leaving because conditions make staying impossible or unsafe. 

Migration: Relocating for a longer period or permanently. 

One of the lesson's important questions is: When does temporary displacement become 
migration? 

 

Relief vs. Recovery 

Relief: Immediate help—food, shelter, rescue, medicine, sanitation. 

Recovery: The much longer process of rebuilding homes, livelihoods, infrastructure, 
communities, and everyday life. 



This distinction helps students understand why: The water can be going down while the 
disaster is still continuing. 

 

Vocabulary Across the Reveals 

Rather than giving students the entire vocabulary list at the beginning, introduce terms 
as the disaster changes: 

Reveal 1 — Water builds: watershed • tributary • saturated soil • runoff • flood stage 

Reveal 2 — Risk grows: flood wave • levee • seepage • preparedness • uncertainty 

Reveal 3 — Decisions become urgent: risk • evacuation • vulnerability 

Reveal 4 — Infrastructure fails: levee failure • crevasse • floodplain • inundation 

Reveal 5 — The human emergency expands: infrastructure • displacement • mobility 

Reveal 6 — Risk is redistributed: risk redistribution • compensation • political power 

Reveal 7 — Disaster changes form: refugee camp • relief • mobility 

Reveal 8 — The long aftermath: recovery • migration 

The vocabulary progression mirrors the disaster itself: water → warning → engineering 
→ emergency → displacement → relief → recovery. Students therefore learn not only 
new words, but also how the kind of language needed to describe a disaster that 
changes as the disaster unfolds. 

Louisiana standards 

Grade 8 Science  

8-MS-ESS3-2 — Earth and Human Activity 
Analyze and interpret data on natural hazards to forecast future catastrophic events and 
inform the development of technologies to mitigate their effects. 

This is an excellent fit. Louisiana explicitly includes floods among the natural hazards 
covered by this standard and emphasizes using maps, charts, images, locations, 
magnitudes, and frequencies to recognize patterns.   

Students address it when they: 

• interpret repeated flood waves and changing conditions; 



• examine maps after the Mounds Landing break; 
• predict where water will move; 
• evaluate levees as mitigation infrastructure; 
• make decisions about evacuation and flood control. 

The lesson's repeated “What happens next?” structure is particularly well aligned with 
the standard's emphasis on forecasting.  

Grade 8 Social Studies 

8.4 — Use geographic representations and historical data to analyze U.S. 
historical developments. 

Students use maps to locate Mounds Landing, Greenville, Vicksburg, roads, railroads, 
high ground, and the movement of floodwater. This directly supports analysis of 
environmental, economic, and political characteristics through geographic evidence.   

8.6 — Analyze primary and secondary sources and evaluate evidence. 

The image investigation asks students to distinguish observation from inference, 
examine what a photograph can and cannot tell them, and then reconsider their 
interpretation after seeing the caption. That is a particularly strong application of source 
analysis and corroboration.   

8.7 — Construct and express evidence-supported claims. 

Students repeatedly defend decisions and interpretations: when the disaster begins, 
when evacuation becomes necessary, whether the Caernarvon levee should be 
opened, and when recovery begins. Their exit ticket also requires an evidence-
supported argument.   

8.12(g) — Great Mississippi River Flood of 1927 

This is the most direct Louisiana content standard: Describe the causes of the Great 
Mississippi River Flood of 1927 and explain how the disaster and government response 
affected Louisianans. 

Your lesson addresses both the physical development of the flood and the 
human/government response, including the deliberate opening below New Orleans and 
the transition from rescue to relief. 

Louisiana High School Environmental Science 

HS-ESS3-1 — Human Sustainability 



Students construct explanations for how natural hazards influence human activity. 
Louisiana specifically notes that floods and severe weather can affect population 
distribution and migration.   

That fits especially well with the latter half of the lesson: flood → displacement → relief 
→ migration → political response. The lesson's final systems model makes those causal 
relationships explicit.  

 

Mississippi standards 

Grade 8 Science 

E.8.9B — Natural Hazards 

Students must understand natural hazards and explain why some hazards are 
predictable while others are not. 

Three supporting objectives are relevant: 

E.8.9B.1 — Research and map natural hazards to determine their impact on society. 

This fits the flood-progression maps, Mounds Landing prediction exercise, and 
examination of impacts on transportation, communities, and people  

E.8.9B.2 — Compare technologies used to predict natural hazards. 

This becomes a supporting alignment if students connect this lesson to the Isaac Cline 
material, river gauges, rainfall records, or forecasting methods. 

E.8.9B.3 — Use engineering design to improve community resilience to natural 
hazards. 

The Mississippi standard specifically names flood zones and regional watershed 
management as examples. The lesson's levee decisions, evacuation choices, and 
Caernarvon decision can support this standard particularly well if students propose a 
mitigation response after the exercise  

 

Mississippi Studies 

MS.1.4 — Geography and Mississippi Development 

This is the strongest Mississippi social-studies alignment. 



Students explain how Mississippi's geographic features and processes contribute to the 
state's social, technological, and economic development. The standard explicitly 
identifies: Mississippi River • Delta • Great Flood of 1927 as examples. 

Your lesson does substantially more than mention the flood. Students investigate how 
Mississippi geography shaped the movement of floodwater, levee construction, 
transportation, settlement, rescue, agricultural loss, displacement, migration. The 
systems model at the end is especially strong evidence of MS.1.4 alignment.  

 

Mississippi high school U.S. History 

The alignment here is more supporting than direct. 

USH 5 — 1920s–1930s asks students to evaluate major social and economic changes 
of the era. The lesson provides an excellent environmental-disaster case within that 
period, especially when connected to migration, economic disruption, race, relief, and 
later federal intervention.   

 
State Level Standard Strongest connection 

Louisiana Grade 8 Science 8-MS-
ESS3-2 

Natural-hazard data, forecasting, 
mitigation 

Louisiana Grade 8 Social 
Studies 8.4 Maps, geography, historical data 

Louisiana Grade 8 Social 
Studies 8.6–8.7 Source analysis and evidence-based 

arguments 

Louisiana Grade 8 Social 
Studies 8.12(g) Directly addresses the 1927 Flood 

Louisiana High School 
Science HS-ESS3-1 Natural hazards affecting human activity 

and migration 
Mississippi Grade 8 Science E.8.9B.1–3 Hazards, prediction, impacts, resilience 

Mississippi Mississippi Studies MS.1.4 Mississippi River, Delta, Great Flood of 
1927 

Mississippi High School U.S. 
History USH 5 Supporting connection to 1920s 

social/economic change 

Overview 

Students often imagine a flood as a single event: rain falls, a river rises, a levee breaks, 
and water rushes in. The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 was different. It developed 
slowly across an enormous watershed. Rain accumulated over months. Tributaries 
filled. Flood waves moved downstream. Levees were raised and patrolled. Some 



communities flooded while others were still waiting. People made decisions based on 
incomplete information, sometimes believing they still had time. 

Even after catastrophic levee failures began, the disaster continued to move. The river 
continued to rise as the water moved south. At first, the efforts were focused on rescue 
and then became relief. People who were in camps and who emigrated often became 
displaced. Then this displacement became migration. Flood-control decisions created 
new consequences across different types of people and land. And in some places, 
water remained for months. 

In this lesson, students do not receive the entire sequence at once. Instead, the flood is 
revealed in stages. At each stage they must decide: What do we know now? How 
serious is the situation? What would we do? What do we think happens next? Then the 
next chapter is revealed. 

Learning Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• explain why the 1927 flood should be understood as a slowly developing 
disaster, not a single event; 

• describe how rainfall and water from across a large watershed accumulated over 
time; 

• explain how flood conditions moved geographically down the Mississippi system;  
• distinguish warning, emergency, disaster, displacement, and recovery; 
• analyze how decisions changed as new information became available; 
• identify how infrastructure, geography, transportation, race, labor, and wealth 

shaped people's options; 
• explain why determining when a disaster “begins” and “ends” is more 

complicated than identifying the date of a levee failure. 

Teacher Note 

The narratives below are historical reconstructions based on documented conditions 
and events. They are written descriptively to help students experience the changing 
conditions of the flood, but they should not be presented as eyewitness quotations 
unless a primary source is specifically identified. 

Give students only one reveal at a time. Do not allow them to read ahead. The 
uncertainty is part of the lesson. 

Student Flood Investigator Log 

After every reveal, students record: 

Question Response 



What has changed?  

What evidence tells you conditions are becoming more or less dangerous?   

Who is most vulnerable right now?  

What decision would you make?  

What do you predict happens next?  

Has the disaster begun yet? Why or why not?  

The last question is intentionally repeated after every reveal. 

 

REVEAL 1 

It Keeps Raining: Late 1926–Winter 1927 

At first, there is no single moment that announces a catastrophe. There is rain; then 
more rain. Across the enormous Mississippi watershed, which more than 1,245,000 
square miles (approximately 3.2 million square kilometers), storms repeatedly soak the 
land. Tributaries (backwaters) rise, fields become saturated. Ditches and smaller 
waterways carry increasing amounts of water toward larger rivers. A storm hundreds of 
miles from Mississippi can eventually matter in Mississippi because water from much of 
the central United States drains toward the same river system. By winter, the problem is 
no longer simply today's rainfall. 

The ground is already wet and the Mississippi River and its tributaries are already high. 
New rainfall has fewer places to go and there is backwater flooding. Water continues 
moving downstream. 

By New Year's Day 1927, the Mississippi at Cairo, Illinois, is above flood stage. Yet the 
levees downstream have survived previous high waters, and engineers and 
communities have reason to believe they may survive again. But, the heavy rain 
continues. Reminder: There is still no single catastrophic event. There is simply more 
water entering a system already carrying too much water. Persistent heavy rainfall had 
begun during 1926 and continued through the spring of 1927. The lower Mississippi 
experienced several successive flood waves, each larger than the previous one. 

Stop and Decide 

You live hundreds of miles downstream. Nothing in your community has flooded. What 
would you do? 

A. Nothing. The river has been high before. 

B. Begin preparing homes and businesses. 



C. Begin evacuating. 

D. Strengthen levees but otherwise continue normal life. 

Discuss: Has the disaster begun yet? 

 

REVEAL 2 

Trouble Upstream: January–March 1927 

The river does not fall back to normal. Another flood wave comes; then another. In 
February, levees along rivers in Arkansas fail. More than 100,000 acres flood and 
thousands of people are left without homes. But the lower Delta is still largely protected. 
Now the warning is more difficult to dismiss. The water causing trouble upstream is 
moving toward communities downstream. By March, enormous volumes of water are 
entering the lower river while heavy rain is also falling locally. 

Attention turns toward the levees so workers raise them and crews fill sandbags. People 
patrol for seepage and weak places. Some families who have money, transportation, 
and somewhere else to go begin leaving but others remain. Some cannot easily leave. 
Others are confident the levees will hold. The flood has become a strange kind of 
emergency: Nothing has failed here yet. But everyone can see the danger approaching. 
USACE records three major flood waves on the lower Mississippi during January, 
February, and April; February levee failures in Arkansas flooded more than 100,000 
acres. 

Stop and Decide 

You are responsible for a Delta community. You have limited labor and money. Would 
you put your resources into: Levee work, evacuation, food and emergency supplies, and 
transportation. Unfortunately, you cannot fully fund all four. Have the students decide on 
two. 

Ask 

Who can afford to evacuate before evacuation becomes absolutely necessary? Who 
might have to wait? Has the disaster begun now? 

 

REVEAL 3 

Good Friday: April 15, 1927  



Then the rain becomes extraordinary. On Good Friday, April 15, a powerful storm pours 
rain across the Delta. Greenville, Mississippi receives more than eight inches of rain. 
Elsewhere, rainfall totals across the region are even greater. Also note, the land is 
already saturated and the river is already extraordinarily high; tributaries are already 
swollen. Water is pressing against levees that have been raised repeatedly. This also 
causes sand boils to appear as far as 100 meters from the river. Workers continue piling 
sandbags onto the levees and monitoring the sand boils. All people watch the river, 
sometimes coming to the levee every day to observe. They also watch the rain and the 
levees. And they wait. 

The uncomfortable question is no longer whether the river is high. It is: How much more 
can the system hold? On April 15, Greenville recorded 8.12 inches of rain; communities 
across the region received roughly 6–15 inches during the storm. 

Stop and Decide 

Imagine it is the evening of April 15. Your house has not flooded nor has your town 
flooded. The levee is still intact. Would you leave? 

Make Two Lists 

Evidence telling you to GO and evidence telling you to STAY 

Then answer: At what point does preparedness become evacuation? 

 

REVEAL 4 

The Levee Begins to Move: Mounds Landing — April 21 

For days, attention has focused on vulnerable sections of the levee north of Greenville, 
Mississippi. The workers have been fighting the river, and during the night, hundreds of 
people work around Mounds Landing to improve the levee. But the river continues to 
press ever harder against the levee and scouring the soil at the base of the levee. The 
water begins appearing where it should not due to sand boils. The ground around the 
levee becomes unstable. Workers later describe the levee trembling and water boiling 
through weak places. Then, on the morning of April 21, the levee fails. 

At first there is a break and then the opening grows and grows. The water that had been 
confined within the Mississippi River suddenly has access to spread across the vast 
floodplain. The problem changes instantly. 

Before the break, the question was: Will the levee hold? 

Now it is: Where will the water go? 



The Mounds Landing crevasse became the largest and most consequential levee break 
of the flood. Water ultimately inundated a vast portion of the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta. 

Don't Reveal What Happens Next Yet. Give students a map (Map is in the Great 
Migration Lesson). Ask the students to locate and mark: Mounds Landing, Greenville, 
Vicksburg, major roads, main railroads (already marked on map), higher ground. Then 
ask them to predict: Where does the water move? Which transportation routes 
disappear first? Where will people go? How quickly do you think Greenville floods? 

 

REVEAL 5 

The Water Arrives: April 21–23 

The levee break does not flood the entire Delta in one instant; a wave a water advances 
across the landscape at different speeds depending on the landscape slope. In 
Greenville, Mississippi a warning signal sounds, and people who had prepared begin 
moving belongings higher. Other folks rush toward trains while tracks are still usable. 
Then transportation begins disappearing beneath water. 

By the next day, the city of Greenville, Mississippi is flooded. In lower areas, water 
reaches eight feet deep and more. Outside town, houses and farms on high ground 
become isolated and so rescue crews have to travel by boat. In the countryside, one 
way for rescuers to find submerged homes is to follow power and telephone lines 
across a landscape that no longer looks familiar. 

People in flooded home climb onto rooftops. Others reach natural ridges, railroad 
embankments, or levees as the levee itself becomes an island. Within days, thousands 
of people are crowded onto the narrow high ground at Greenville. In the images, 
students can observe that the river is on one side; floodwater covers the land on the 
other. There is nowhere simply to walk away. 

Greenville flooded on April 22. Contemporary and later accounts describe lower 
portions of the city under deep water, boat rescues through the countryside, and more 
than 10,000 people gathered along the levee shortly after the break. 

Image Investigation 

Show students a refugee or rescue photograph. Before giving the caption (you might 
have to cover it, since some are written directly on the photograph), ask: What do you 
observe? What do you infer? What questions can't the photograph answer? Then reveal 
the caption. 

Decision 



You now have thousands of people on narrow high ground. You have limited: boats, 
food, tents, sanitation, medical supplies, and transportation. What comes first? Students 
rank the six.  

Then introduce another question: Who controls whether refugees can leave? This 
becomes the bridge to the later lesson on race, labor, and relief. 

 

REVEAL 6 

Downstream, They Are Still Waiting: New Orleans — Late April 

Here is what makes the flood difficult to understand as one event: While Greenville and 
much of the Delta are already underwater, communities farther south are still waiting. 
The flood wave continues moving downstream. People who live in New Orleans watch. 
The city has hundreds of thousands of residents, enormous economic importance, and 
political influence. Officials fear the levees protecting the city may fail. 

One proposed solution is extraordinary: deliberately destroy a levee below New 
Orleans. Doing so would intentionally send water into communities in St. Bernard and 
Plaquemines Parishes in hopes of reducing pressure on New Orleans. Residents of the 
affected parishes protest. Their homes and livelihoods are being placed at risk to 
protect another place. 

On April 29, explosives are used at the Poydras/Caernarvon levee below New Orleans. 
It eventually takes repeated blasting to create the desired opening. Don’t tell the 
students this yet: Later developments showed that the action was not necessary to save 
New Orleans in the way leaders had feared. 

STOP BEFORE REVEALING THE DECISION 

Tell students: New Orleans may be in danger. You can intentionally flood a less 
populated area. 

Vote: OPEN THE LEVEE, or DO NOT OPEN IT 

Every student must explain: Who benefits? Who bears the risk? What evidence would 
you need before deliberately flooding another community? If you do it, who should 
compensate residents and how much? Then reveal what happened. 

Ask: Is deliberately creating a flood an act of flood control? 

 

REVEAL 7  



The Disaster Changes: May 1927 

By May, the flood has become more than moving water. Hundreds of thousands of 
people across the region require assistance. Refugee camps operate throughout 
affected areas. Food must be delivered; disease must be prevented and 
roaming/swimming livestock must be managed. Transportation networks must be 
restored. Families must decide whether they will return. Employers worry about whether 
workers will return. Reports begin reaching Black newspapers and national 
organizations describing racial discrimination, restricted movement, forced labor, and 
unequal treatment in some refugee camps. 

The disaster has changed form. It began as a hydrologic crisis. Now it is also a crisis of 
housing, labor, public health, mobility, race, relief, political power, and migration. At the 
height of the disaster, hundreds of thousands of flood survivors were receiving Red 
Cross assistance. National controversy over conditions in camps eventually prompted 
investigations of racial discrimination and abuse. 

Ask: If the water stops rising but people still cannot return home, is the disaster over? 

 

REVEAL 8 

Still Water: Summer 1927 

Spring turns toward summer, and water remains. This is perhaps the hardest part of the 
1927 flood for students to imagine. A flood can arrive quickly, or it can leave very slowly. 
In parts of the Delta, fields remain beneath water for weeks and months. Crops cannot 
simply be replanted, and so farmers may have lost entire or multiple growing seasons. 
Homes that stood in water must dry. Documents, furniture, tools, clothing, and food 
supplies have been damaged or destroyed. Mud and debris remain after the water 
retreats. Transportation and local economies have been disrupted. Some people return; 
while some cannot and some choose not to return. And even as water begins receding, 
another rise in the river can slow recovery or bring water back into places that seemed 
to be improving. The last of the major floodwaters did not fully drain from the lower 
valley until the summer, with official histories describing lingering flooding into August. A 
June rise in the Mississippi also caused waters in parts of the Yazoo Basin to rise again. 

Final Question 

When did the flood end? When the rain stopped? When Mounds Landing broke? 
When the river stopped rising? When the water left Greenville? When refugee camps 
closed? When families returned? When people found permanent homes elsewhere? 
When the new flood-control system was created? There is no single answer. That is the 
point. 



 

Culminating Activity 

When Does a Disaster Begin—and When Does It End? 

Place four signs around the classroom: 

NOT YET A DISASTER 

DISASTER HAS BEGUN 

DISASTER IS AT ITS WORST 

RECOVERY HAS BEGUN 

Read situations from the lesson aloud. Students move to the sign that best represents 
their interpretation. Examples to read: Months of unusually heavy rainfall, Cairo passes 
flood stage, Arkansas levees fail, Good Friday rain, Mounds Landing breaks, Greenville 
floods, thousands gather on the levee, Caernarvon is dynamited, refugee camps 
operate, families migrate, water begins receding, and fields remain unusable. After 
several rounds, ask: Why are we having difficulty agreeing? 

Students should begin recognizing that disasters have multiple dimensions: physical, 
ecological, social, economic, political, and personal. 

 

Final Systems Model 

Have students complete: 

Months of rainfall 

↓ 

Saturated soils + swollen tributaries  

↓ 

Repeated flood waves 

↓ 

Pressure on levees 



↓ 

Levee failures 

↓ 

Floodwater spreads across floodplain 

↓ 

Transportation disruption 

↓ 

Rescue 

↓ 

Displacement 

↓ 

Relief camps 

↓ 

Labor and mobility conflicts 

↓ 

Migration 

↓ 

Political response 

↓ 

New flood-control system 

Then ask students to add at least three feedback loops or side connections. For 
example: levee confidence → development behind levees → greater consequences of 
failure, or displacement → migration → labor shortage → attempts to retain workers 

 



Exit Ticket 

Choose one: 

Option 1: Why is describing the 1927 flood as an event that happened on April 21 
misleading? Use at least three stages of the disaster in your explanation. 

Option 2: At what point do you think the Great Mississippi Flood became a disaster? 
Defend your claim with evidence. 

Option 3: When did the disaster end for someone whose home flooded but who 
permanently migrated away from the Delta? Explain why the answer may differ from the 
date the water receded. 

 

Central Takeaway 

The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 was not a moment. It was a process. Rain 
accumulated. Water moved. Infrastructure came under increasing stress. People made 
decisions. Levees failed. Water redistributed risk across the landscape. Relief systems 
developed. Inequalities became visible. People moved. Government changed. 

Understanding that slow progression helps explain why the flood had consequences 
long after the water itself disappeared 

 


