
Supplement to Vincent’s Story 
(Immigration/processing at Ellis Island) 

 
Introduction: 
Our nation is a nation of immigrants. Ellis Island was the main entry point for those 
entering the United States from Europe at the turn of the twentieth century. Ellis Island 
was known as “The Gateway to the American Dream.” The immigration processing was 
a daunting experience but the rewards at the end were great. The new, hopeful 
“Americans” would realize their dreams and prosper and live in a free country if they 
could pass the questioning and examinations. 
 
Objectives: 

1. Experience what the new turn-of-the-century immigrants experienced. 
2. Explore reasons why people emigrated. 
3. Examine a ship’s manifest to survey information on that document. 
4. Research family history. 
5. Experience life in this new country through the eyes of actual immigrants. 
6. Compare/contrast Ellis Island to Angel Island on the West Coast. 

 
Background for Teachers: 
The federal immigration station at Ellis Island opened January 1, 1892. It closed in 1954. 
During that period, over 12 million immigrants were processed by the U.S. Bureau of 
Immigration. Industrialization in the United States drew eager workers from dozens of 
foreign nations. More than one million people came through its doors in 1907, the peak 
year of immigration. April 17, 1907, was the largest single day with 11,747 immigrants 
processed. 
 
Immigrants spent two to five hours during processing. Arrivals were asked 29 questions 
including name, occupation, and background questions. Those with visible health 
problems were either sent home or held in the island’s hospital facilities. About 2 percent 
were sent back to their mother countries for disease, criminal records, or insanity. To 
them Ellis Island became known as “The Island of Tears” or “Heartbreak Island.” The 
Kissing Post was a wooden column outside the Registry Room where new arrivals would 
meet their relatives and friends, usually with hugs and kisses. 
 
Timeframe: 
2 – 5 sessions 
(If Interact’s “Gateway” simulation is used, a block of 4 – 5 hours is necessary for that 
activity.) 
 
Engage: 

1. Read When Jessie Came across the Sea by Amy Hest. Discuss the book and the 
different reasons people had for coming to America. 

2. Look at a map of the world and trace Jessie’s journey. Point out other countries 
from which many people emigrated. Social Studies Makes Me Sleepy concentrates 
on Italy.  



3. Using a computer and LCD projector, experience an interactive tour of Ellis 
Island. Discussion should be ongoing with the tour since this will greatly help the 
culminating activity later on. Go to: 
http://teacher.scholastic.com/activities/immigration/tour/ 

4. If a computer lab is available, allow the children to retake the tour individually or 
in pairs. This activity can also be done at home. 

5. Talk about the chalk markings placed on immigrants to signify certain problems. 
These are noted in the simulation and were important in Social Studies Makes Me 
Sleepy. 

6. Discuss how the immigrants might have felt during processing. 
7. Run off copies of the ship’s manifest that is in the Appendix at the end of the 

lesson. The print is small. It would be helpful, and more exciting, for the children 
to use a magnifying glass. What type of information is given? Do they see any 
names they recognize? 

 
Explore: 

1. Discover your heritage and make your own family tree. 
• Conduct family interviews to gather information. 
• Search family albums to gather information. 
• Explore the Ellis Island website and the “American Family History 

Center” at that site with an adult to further your research. Go to:  
www.ellisisland.org/ 

• Draw your own tree or download a template from ancestry.com or 
elsewhere. Fill in all the information you have gathered.  

2. Further explore other ship’s manifests that can be found at the website noted in 
#1.  

3. Experience what life was like for the immigrants living in a tenement in New 
York City. Go to: http://www.tenement.org/Virtual_Tour/index_virtual.html  
(Careful! This address is case sensitive.) Use a computer lab if available or do this 
activity together if not possible. 

4. Compare/contrast Angel Island which is on the West Coast to Ellis Island on the 
East Coast. Go to the Angel Island Immigration Station Foundation at 
http://www.aiisf.org/. Explore the website and experience the virtual tour. Put the 
children in small groups and have them do Venn diagrams on poster board 
comparing/contrasting Ellis Island with Angel Island. 

 
 
Extend: 
 This culminating activity is an Interact simulation called “Gateway.” This may be 
purchased at www.socialstudies.com. The information is very thorough and sets up a 
mock Ellis Island experience with immigrants, agents, questions, etc., etc. Having the 
entire grade level participate is an unforgettable experience. It may be done without 
purchasing the simulation if you do the research yourself and get everything ready. 
 In this simulation: 

1. “Gateway” begins as soon as the children get off their buses (really 
ships). 



2. Children are dressed in period costume and assume the identity of one 
of their relatives. 

3. They carry satchels or suitcases – no schoolbags. 
4. Children bring an ethnic dish representative of their heritage and the 

food is shared once they hopefully are admitted to America. 
5. Parents are ideal to use as processing agents. They should be in 

costume. 
6. The school/classrooms are rearranged to accommodate the event. 
7. Teachers circulate to facilitate. They also are in costume – of their 

choice. 
8. Etc. 

 
This is an incredible experience/celebration that the children will never forget. 

 
 

 
Evaluation: 

1. Use all the work created throughout this lesson/series of lessons to evaluate their 
understanding. 

2. Have the children write a reflection at the end of “Gateway.” They should include 
what they experienced and how they felt. 

 
Standards: 

o SS5H3.d – The student will describe how life changed in America at the 
turn of the century. Describe the reasons people emigrated to the United 
States, from where they emigrated, and where they settled. 

o SS5G1.b – The student will locate important places in the United States – 
Ellis Island. 

o SS5G2.b – The student will explain the reasons for spatial patterns of 
economic activities. Locate primary industrial locations since the turn of 
the 20th century and explain how factors such as population, 
transportation, and resources have influenced these areas. 

• SS5IP1 – The student will be able to locate, analyze, and synthesize 
information related to social studies topics and apply this information to 
solve problems/make decisions. 

1. SS5IP1.a – Compare similarities and differences 
2. SS5IP1.c – Identify issues and/or problems and alternative 

solutions 
3. SS5IP1.f – Identify and use primary and secondary sources. 
4. SS5IP1.k – Draw conclusions and make generalizations. 
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