
 COMING TO AMERICA: Weighing the Evidence 
 

Grade:  5 
GSE Met: SS5H1d 

 
Supplies: 
 White board 
 Map of America 
 Primary source set with icons 
 Weighing diagram or ability to project it onto board OR a simple double pan balance  
 Sticky tack if projecting the Weighing diagram, weights on the icons if using pan balance 

Coming to America powerpoint (optional) 
 

Explain to students that everyone living in the United States has an immigrant past, with the exception of Native Americans. Write the word "immigration" on the board, as well as its definition.  
  
Over the last 500 years, millions of people have made their way to America. Some people, like enslaved Africans, came unwillingly. Most immigrants were drawn by the promise of greater        

freedom and opportunity or came because their own countries were experiencing war, famine, or natural disasters. 
Explain there are different factors that influence immigration – these are called “Push and Pull” factors.  

Push factors are those that force the individual to move voluntarily, and in many cases, they are forced because the individuals risk something if they stay. Push factors may include conflict, 
drought, famine, lack of jobs, and discrimination.  

 
Pull factors are those factors in the destination country that attract the individual or group to leave their home. Better economic opportunities, more jobs, and the promise of a better life often 

pull people into new locations.  
 

Forced or involuntary migration is when people are forcibly moved, as with slavery, or become residents of a different country due to border changes and war.  
 

Discuss events in U.S. and world history that are related to immigration. List these on the board and see if students can figure out what the Push or the Pull may have been, also, if it was voluntary 
or forced.  

 Jamestown colonists, 1607 (pull) 
Pilgrims seeking religious freedom, 1620 (push) 
 Indentured servants, 1700s (pull) 
Irish potato famine, 1840 (push)  
Slaves brought to the west, legal until 1807 (involuntary/forced) 
Mexican-American War, 1840s – Mexicans now Americans (involuntary/forced) 
Gold Rushes,1849 & 1859 – Chinese came to mine, people moved west (pull) 
Homestead Act, 1862  -- cheap land (pull) 
Freed slaves moving to Northern cities during & after Reconstruction – (push & pull)  
Industrialization in Eastern and Southern Europe, 1880-1930 -- surplus labor (pull) 
Dust Bowl/Great Depression, 1929 – 1939 – jobs, away from farms (pull & push) 
Holocaust, 1944-1952 – Jews escaping Europe (push)  

 
  



ESSENTIAL QUESTION: Have American Immigration Policies Traditionally Welcomed or Tried to Exclude Immigrants?   
 
On a map of the US point out Angel Island, Ellis Island, and New Orleans – the primary ports of entry for immigrants to the US.  
 
Explain that America has always had strong feelings about Immigration and that it has changed many times throughout US history.  
 
Begin the primary source activity with the 1903 Ellis Island film clip – discuss what the students see and what they wonder.  
Film: Ellis Island; Edison Company,1903.  https://www.loc.gov/item/00694367/  
 
 
STUDENT ACTIVITY:  
Project the Weighing diagram onto the Board or set up the Balance with labels for each end and the Neutral center.  
Explain that there are primary sources that reflect America’s changing ideas about immigration over time.  
Pass out a primary source to each student or pair of students. Be sure the Icons are attached.  
Ask the students to study their primary source and to figure out, with help, which side of the balance it reflects or if it is neutral:  

American policies have been friendly and welcoming to immigrants.  
Neutral – does not reflect a positive or negative policy on immigration.  
Americans policies have tried to exclude immigrants. 

After all of the sources have been placed, go through each one and discuss why the student placed it where they did.  If they aren’t on the correct place, then discuss with the class 
why.  
 
Optional – Give them 10 questions from the verbal portion of the US Citizenship Test 
 
 
 
Notes on primary source prep: 
 Print the pages.  
 Tape the description of the primary sources on the back of the source prior to laminating.  
 Cut out and laminate each icon that matches the sources. 
 Glue weights (like metal washers) to the backs of the icons if using a double pan balance.  
 If you are not using a balance, use sticky tack so the students can stick them to the board.  
 Pass out both the source and the icon to the student.  I stick the icons directly to the sources with sticky tack and store them that way.  

https://www.loc.gov/item/00694367/


Interpretation:  
American Policies have WELCOMED 
immigrants.  

Interpretation:  
American Policies have tried to EXCLUDE 
immigrants. 

Examine your Primary Source. 
 Think about the Message of the Primary Source.   
 Place the Icon for the Primary Source onto the Balance according to which Interpretation it supports.  
 If the Primary Source is Neutral on the Issue, then place it in the center of the Balance for no impact.  
 You may have more than 1 Icon in a slot.  
 

ESSENTIAL QUESTION: Have American Immigration Policies 
Traditionally Welcomed or Tried to Exclude Immigrants?  
 



Title: New York. Ellis Island 
New Immigrants to America walk across the bridge 
from Ellis Island to boats that will take them into new 
lives in New York City.  

Title:  President Lyndon B. Johnson Signs the Immigration Act;                  
October 3, 1965 

The Immigration Act got rid of laws that limited the number of immigrants 
from certain countries that could come into America every year. It also gave 
special treatment to immigrants with  professional job skills like doctors,      
carpenters, and scientists.  

Ellis 

1965 Act 

The Japanese Internment Act. April 1942 

During World War II Japanese Americans were forced to give up their  homes and be put 
into prison camps because the government was afraid they would help Japan attack  
America.  San Francisco,  California   



Title:  American Patriot Newspaper, 1852 

Protestant Americans feared Catholic immigrants because they  saw them as dangerous to the 
values of the American republic.  It was thought that  they would not become loyal American 
citizens because of their choice to educate their children in Catholic schools.  This fear was 
called “Nativism.”  

The cartoon: At left a temple of Liberty stands on a mound labeled "Constitution and Laws." 
At the foot of the hill is a gathering of Americans, including sailors, farmers, soldiers, and a 
Revolutionary War veteran.   

Title: The Propagation Society, 1855 

Protestant Americans feared Catholic immigrants because they  saw them as dangerous to the   
values of the American republic.  It was thought that  they would not become loyal American  
citizens because of their choice to educate their children in Catholic schools.  This fear was called 
“Nativism.”  

The cartoon:  The Catholic Pope is seen threatening Uncle Sam and America school children. 

American Patriot 



Title:  Go Back to Where you Came From 
Artist: Herbert Block    Date: June 6, 1947 
 
After World War II, many people left Russia and Eastern Europe, which 
were Communist, to seek new lives in America.  This made some people 
including Senators nervous that they were spies actually trying to make          
America Communist too.  
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Title: "Remember Your First Thrill of American Liberty. Your 
Duty- Buy United States  Government Bonds. 2nd Liberty Loan 
of 1917." 

Bonds were used to pay for World War 1. It was a symbol of 
patriotism to purchase war Bonds.  



Title:  No Latinos 
Artist: Khalil Bendib    Date: July 2011 
 
In the 1960s, the Governor of Alabama became famous for not allowing black       
children to go to public schools. Latinos are the name for immigrants from Mexico.  
 

from the 1864 Republican Party Presidential Platform 
 

8. Resolved, That foreign immigration, which in the past has added so much to the 
wealth, development of resources and increase of power to the nation, the asylum of the 
oppressed of all nations, should be  fostered and encouraged by a liberal and just policy.  

Title:  The Only One Barred Out, 1882 
 
Since America was founded, there have been laws prohibiting certain types from 
coming into the country. In the 1880s and 1890s, people from China were banned. 
 

Title:  1864 Republican Party Presidential Platform 
 
All political parties create a document called a platform about what they will        
believe in and do if they are elected.  When President Abraham Lincoln was          
re-elected in 1864 this was in that document.  



Title: Demand Return Fare, July 1920 

Farmers in the American West desperately needed 
people to work in the fields planting and picking sugar 
beets and other crops.  

Title: Map of where foreign born people are living, 
Date: 1890 

Every 10 years, the government holds a Census of 
the American people — they count and record      
information about everyone including where they 
were born.  

Title: Map of where foreign born people are living, 
Date: 1880 

Every 10 years, the government holds a Census of 
the American people — they count and record      
information about everyone including where they 
were born.  
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The YWCA or Young Women’s Christian          
Association helped women in America who 
worked for the war effort during World War 1.  
Date: 1919 

America banned Chinese immigrants from  
entering the country. Other groups, like the 
Irish and the Germans, were worried they 
might be banned too.  
Date: 1882 

Title:  No Irish Ad 

New York journal and advertiser 

Date:  November 30, 1898 

German immigrants were considered more 
hard-working than Irish immigrants or people 
of color.  



This is the document that new Americans receive 
when they become citizens.   
Walter Horn came from Germany and was grant-
ed citizenship in 1943. 
Date: 1943 

Map of the Voyage of the S.S. St. Louis, May 13, 1939 
On May 13, the ship, the St. Louis, left Hamburg, Germany, with 907        
Jewish refugees on board. It arrived in Cuba later in the month. Over 6 
days, the government of Cuba refused to allow most of the refugees into 
the country. President Roosevelt in the United States did not respond to 
telegrams asking that the refugees be allowed into America. The ship had 
to return to Europe. Britain accepted 288 refugees, 224 went to France, 
214 to Belgium, and 181 went to the Netherlands.  
Later it was discovered that 254 of those refugees died in the Holocaust.  



After America’s War with Vietnam ended, many 
refugees from Vietnam were allowed to move to 
the United States to escape Communism.   
Date: 1981 

Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand 
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame 
Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name 
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand 
Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command 
The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame. 
"Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!" cries she 
With silent lips. "Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!"  

  - Emma Lazarus, November 2, 1883 

This letter to President George Washington says that America will       
become a home to the distressed of all nations and that they will bring 
arts and manufacturing with them, and because they do that America will 
prosper.    
From The National Gazette, June 19, 1793 



In 1856, a newspaper in Washington, D.C. called for the South 
to join with the North to keep out European immigrants. They 
said the cheap workers were as bad as the abolitionists.   
-- Daily American Organ, Washington, DC, January 29, 1856 

In 1906, a report was given to the US Congress on 
how difficult it was to stop illegal immigrants 
from China from coming  in to America.  
-- US Government Printing Office, Washington, 
DC, 1906 

This is a part of a booklet that talks about laws 
to slow down or stop Japanese and Korean 
people from immigrating into America.    
From  Restriction of Japanese immigration, 
1905 

The US keeps records of who immigrates and 
what countries they come from.  This document 
includes 1902 and 1903.  
--  U. S. Commissioner-General Of Immigration.  
 


