
                                 

Surveying Austin’s Colony  
Creating a Hands - On Learning Opportunity  

4 th  Grade  
 

The process of surveying land is something that was extremely 
important in Stephen F. Austin’s Colony. This land was never divided by 
the Native Peoples that inhabited it, and the Spanish failed to ever truly 
colonize Texas. By the time Mexico had become independent, Mexico 
was desperate to populate the region. 

When the adoption of Stephen F. Austin as an empresario and the 
permission to settle 300 families in Texas, the work began to divide this 
landscape into manageable and trackable sections. Families wanting 
to raise livestock were entitled to a “league” of land (see definitions 
below). Families interested in farming crops were entitled to a “labor” 
of land. Families could specify they intended to do both livestock and 
crop raising, and those families received both a league and labor. 
Stephen F. Austin most commonly settled famlies along rivers and 
streams, creating a natural boundry for their land (as well as a water 
source). From here, Austin employed a number of talented surveyors to map these grants. 

Useful terms and definitions 

Labor – 177 acres of land 

League – 4,428 acres of land 

Vara – Spanish unit of measurement; in Texas during Austin’s time is equivilant to 33.33 inches; 
comparable to a yard stick or meter stick. 

How can I bring this activity into my classroom? 

The act of surveying is a skill learned by people to help determine land boundries. People that buy 
houses or land need to know where their land stops and their neighbor’s starts. This is helpful to 
ensure your livestock stay on your land, the things you build don’t cross over to your neighbor’s 
property, or to make sure you don’t accidentally mow someone else’s grass! While today’s 
surveyors use advanced technology such as GPS, surveyors in Austin’s Colony used compasses 
and old versions of measuring tape to accuarely calculate distance. 

Approximate setup time: 20-30 minutes (including cutting string) 

Approximate activity time: 30-50 minutes (20-30 minute activity, 10-20 minute discussion) 

Stephen F. Austin’s Telescope 
Image: San Felipe de Austin 
State Historic Site 



                                 

Materials Needed: 

• Multiple strings cut to 33.33 inches (enough for one per group) 
• Wooden nickels or similar item to use as distance markers 
• Marking flags or similar 
• Worksheet (found later in this document) 
• Outdoor space 

Before the activity begins, use marking flags to 
mark a square or rectangle for students to 
measure. The square should be big enough to 
need multiple strings to reach from one 
corner to another. For a more challenging 
activity, make the shape freeform! Have 
enough shapes for each group to measure 
their own. If possible, distance them far 
enough to ensure students can tell one “land 
grant” from another. 

Divide students up into groups of 2-3 
students. Have one student fill out the 
attached worksheet and another student 

measure the distance between flags. If a group of three, one student will control the “vara” string 
and the other will control the wooden nickels.  

Students should begin by assigning one flag as a starting point, or Corner 1. That “Corner 1” on their 
worksheet will then be used to measure the distance between “Corner 1” and “Corner 2.” Using the 
vara string, students will measure how many varas it takes to get from Corner 1 to Corner 2. At the 
end of each vara between the corners, a wooden nickel can be used to keep track of distance. If it 
takes two and one half lengths of string to get from Corner 1 to Corner 2, students will write “2.5” or 
“2 ½” as their measurement length. Repeat distance measurement for each corner. 

Students will also need to identify a marker to describe each corner’s location. This can be natural 
landscape (“2 inch rock at Corner 1”) or can be man made (“sticks forming an ‘X’ at Corner 3”). Just 
like a river or stream can be used to identify land boundaries, surveyors may have used carved tree 
posts, rock formations, or other landmarks – manmade or otherwise – to describe land boundaries 
to incoming settlers who had never seen their land before. Once students are finished measuring 
their land grant, they will need to sign their worksheet. A signature makes the survey official! 

Once the activity is finished, students can make a map of their survey or create their own imaginary 
survey to meet TEKS Standard 4.20A (see below). 

 

Man demonstrating historic surveying techniques at San Felipe 
de Austin State Historic Site. Image: Texas Historical Commission 



                                 

The following TEKS standards are met with this activity by using the accompanying discussion 
questions and information: 

TEKS 4.2E: Identify the accomplishments and explain the 
economic motivations and impact of significant 
empresarios, including Stephen F. Austin and Martín de 
León, on the settlement of Texas. 

• Why did Mexico want to populate Texas with 
American citizens? How did Stephen F. Austin help 
Mexico populate Texas? Mexico wanted to create 
better stability in Texas by increasing the number of 
people that lived there who would be loyal to the 
Mexican government. This would help establish 
towns in Texas, create a better economy, and 
ensure safety from the United States’ interest in 
expanding their own territory and taking Texas away 
from Mexico. By employing Stephen F. Austin to 
recruit Americans and give them really cheap 
farmland, Austin was helping build the population 
of Texas and making Mexico feel more secure. 
Austin hoped he would also make money from the 
land he sold on behalf of Mexico. Unfortunately, he was usually paid in land and didn’t live 
long enough to see any profit off the land he was given. 

TEKS 4.7A: Explain the geographic factors such as landforms and climate that influence patterns of 
settlement and the distribution of population in Texas, past and present.  

• Why would Stephen F. Austin use rivers and streams as a good starting point for people’s 
land grants? Rivers are a great tool to use as a land boundary because they are easy to find 
by both surveyors and property owners. It is also very easy to tell where a property line starts 
and stops when it is located on a river. Plus, those living on that land will have a source of 
water for their livestock, their crops, and themselves. 

TEKS 4.11A: Identify how people in different regions of Texas earn their living, past and present. 

• Why is surveying an important job in Austin’s time? Do you think this was a common job for 
people to have in Mexican Texas? Is this still a job today? Since the land in Texas had never 
been divided for purchase before, making accurate calculations as to land boundaries was 
an extremely important job. If calculations were wrong, that could lead to arguments 
between neighbors and even legal disputes! Surveying land was also one of the most 
common jobs for people moving to Texas and needing an income. It was also a very good 
job because it came with such a high level of responsibility as these surveyors reported 

A team of surveyors. Image: San Felipe de 
Austin State Historic Site. 



                                 

directly to Stephen F. Austin. People who survey land today commonly do so when houses 
or land are bought or sold to confirm property lines or answer questions about boundaries.  
It is still a very important job and the people that do this work need skills such as math, 
communication, attention to detail, and problem solving. 

TEKS 4.20A: Apply mapping elements, including grid systems, legends, symbols, scales, and 
compass roses, to create and interpret maps. 

• When planning this activity, you can have students use the “map” portion of the worksheet 
to draw out their land survey that they have measured or imagine their own survey if they 
were living in Austin’s time. Students can draw in rivers or streams, include boundary 
markers discussed in the activity, and have legends to make it readable for others.  

 

For more information about San 
Felipe de Austin State Historic Site, 
please visit our website by scanning 
the QR code or going to 
www.visitsanfelipedeaustin.com  
  

https://www.visitsanfelipedeaustin.com


                                 

Land Survey Worksheet 

What is next to Corner 1 (landmark)? 
 
 
Distance from Corner 1 to Corner 2 in varas (length of one string): 
 
 
What is next to Corner 2 (landmark)? 
 
 
Distance from Corner 2 to Corner 3 in varas (length of one string): 
 
 
What is next to Corner 3 (landmark)? 
 
 
Distance from Corner 3 to Corner 4 in varas (length of one string): 
 
 
What is next to Corner 4 (landmark)? 
 
 
Distance from Corner 4 to Corner 1 in varas (length of one string): 
 
 
Draw a map of your surveyed lot on the back side of this worksheet. Be sure to include a map key 
and compass. 
 
 
Signatures of the Survey Team: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



                                 

Draw a map of your surveyed lot. Be sure to include a map key and compass: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                 

Draw a map of your surveyed lot. Be sure to include a map key and compass: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                 

Draw a map of your surveyed lot. Be sure to include a map key and compass: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Draw a map of your surveyed lot. Be sure to include a map key and compass: 
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