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Ellis Island Immigration Museum 	
Statue of Liberty National Monument
New York, New York  10004

Part 1:  Organization Description/Profile

Opened on January 1, 1892, Ellis Island became the nation’s premier federal immigration station.  In operation until 1954, the station processed some 12 million immigrant steamship passengers as they arrived in the port of New York.  Today, more than 40 percent of America’s population can trace their ancestry through Ellis Island.  The site’s Main Building was restored after 30 years of abandonment and opened as a museum in 1990, operated by the National Park Service as part of the Statue of Liberty National Monument.  The museum now offers three floors of exhibits, artifacts, and oral histories; public programs including ranger-guided tours, an award-winning documentary, and interactive programs for school groups; and access to immigration records through the American Family Immigration History Center.

Part 2:  Dialogue Program Abstract

The Ellis Island Immigration Museum’s dialogue program Speaking of Immigration allows participants to explore the immigration experience of a century ago and invites them to consider what similarities and differences exist in immigration today.  Conducted in cooperation with New Jersey City University, the program takes college students on a series of interactive tours of Ellis Island that focus on different aspects of immigration during the island’s heyday, including the inspection of new arrivals, the life immigrants would find at work and at home in the United States, and their efforts to achieve assimilation and citizenship.  Each tour’s historical narrative then provides a starting point for facilitated dialogue in which participants thoughtfully consider their own experiences with immigration and their views about current policy issues.  Students from diverse backgrounds are encouraged to formulate their own ideas, listen respectfully to different viewpoints, challenge prejudices, and consider ways to take civic action in their communities.

Humanities Themes Guiding the Program

· Defining Our Process:  Restrictions and Legality
· Defining “We”:  Citizenship and American Identity

Part 3: Program Script, Program Walkthrough, and Dialogue Arc 

Program Walkthrough

Session 1:  The Process of Immigration

1. Welcome to Ellis Island!  (Begin in Orientation Room.)
1. Goals of this program:  to experience what immigration was like in Ellis Island’s day and dialogue about our experience of immigration today
1. Review group agreements, which are suggested guidelines for right relations among us as we discuss a potentially controversial topic.  Are you comfortable with these?  Would you add or modify any?
1. Share your thoughts honestly.
1. Give others the chance to be heard.
1. Listen to learn how other people view an issue, not to judge.
1. Respect the opinions of others, even if you disagree.
1. Don’t try to persuade others to accept your view.
1. Speak only for yourself, from your own experiences and ideas.
1. Don’t try to speak for other people or an entire group.
1. Feel free to change your mind.
1. Icebreaker activity:  serial testimony

1. In 30 seconds, share your name and answer this question:  If someone asks you where you’re from, what do you say?  Why do you identify yourself in this way?

1. Ellis Island is a place where your identity is starting to change — you’re beginning a transformation into an American.

1. Students get cards describing particular real Ellis immigrants, and they share their identities with the group.  Put yourself in the shoes of these immigrants as we tour.

1. The tour walks participants through the Ellis Island immigration process:

1. In Baggage Room:  Your voyage to America takes place in the crowded, unpleasant steerage compartment of a steamship.  How do you feel upon arriving in New York Harbor, seeing the Statue of Liberty and the city?  Contrast the hopes/dreams vs. the reality — different treatment of 1st/2nd class vs. steerage passengers, confusion of new sights/sounds/smells, fear of those in uniform, separation of men vs. women/children.  Most immigrants will spend 3-7 hours on Ellis, with 20% detained longer because of medical or legal questions.  The purpose of Ellis Island is to decide whether to let you into the United States or send you back.

1. In Registry Room:  Medical inspection begins as you climb the stairs, then get a “six-second physical” with chalk marks on your shoulder if there’s a problem.  Imagine this is the first medical exam you’ve ever had — how do you feel?  Some of the immigrants on your cards got chalk marks — what do they mean?  The goal is to keep out anyone who’d be a danger or burden.  The biggest medical reasons to deny entry are trachoma, tuberculosis, and any serious physical or mental disability.  But if you have a condition you can recover from (e.g., measles), you’ll be given a chance to do so while detained in the Ellis hospital.

1. In Hearing Room:  Legal inspection takes place at desks in the Registry Room; if anything suspicious comes up, you’re detained for a hearing.  Inspectors review the ship manifest with your answers to up to 31 questions about your background and intentions.  The biggest legal reasons to deny entry are being likely to become a public charge and being a contract laborer (i.e., already having a job arranged in the U.S.).  You could also be denied for “moral turpitude,” political beliefs (anarchism, communism), or because of racial/ethnic discrimination (Chinese Exclusion Act, quotas based on national origin).  Some immigrants had a hearing — what happens to them?

1. At Stairs of Separation:  You’re sent down one of three aisles, depending upon whether you’re admitted or detained and upon your destination; families could be separated.  But at the Kissing Post, there are joyful reunions between friends and relatives when the immigrants are declared free to enter.  In the end, 98% are admitted as legal residents — how do you feel about that?  Only 2% are sent back — how would you feel as one of these?  What would you do?  There was illegal immigration in Ellis Island’s day, as those rejected or fearing rejection tried to enter by other means.  Now we’ll walk to the Ferry Building along the route immigrants would take either to detention or to the ferry taking them into the U.S.

1. Dialogue — in Ferry Building:

1. Review group agreements.

1. Graffiti wall activity:  There are big blank sheets of paper on the wall, with only the words “Ellis Island.”  Please write a word or phrase — how did this experience as an Ellis Island immigrant make you feel?  After time to write, would anyone like to explain or elaborate on your answer?

1. Group discussion of personal experiences (divide into two smaller groups if necessary):  What was your own first experience with immigration?  What impact has immigration had on your life?


1. Summary (with whole group back together):  Were there any common themes in your discussion of personal experiences?  Were there any major differences between people’s experiences?  Were there any major questions raised?

1. Next steps:  Later on, turn in your essay about this session to the professor.  At our next session (give date), we’ll go more deeply into the immigrant experience a century ago and the issues and attitudes affecting immigration today.

Session 2:  Assimilation and Community

1. Icebreaker activity:  photolanguage  (in conference room)

1. Review group agreements.

1. Among the photos on the wall, choose one that represents the experience of immigration as you understand it.

1. Discuss in pairs:  Why did you choose that photo?

1. Would anyone like to share what they said with the whole group?

1. Tour of museum exhibits:

1. In the “Immigrant Aid Societies” exhibit:  Our theme today is assimilation and community.  So you, as an immigrant, have been cleared through Ellis Island.  Now what do you do?  How do you learn to live in America?  There’s no government assistance, such as welfare or Medicaid today.  Instead there are immigrant aid societies (nonprofits) established by particular religious and ethnic groups.  At Ellis, these groups provide matrons and interpreters to assist during inspection; offer assistance and recreation to detainees; and help the government by verifying immigrants’ families in the U.S. and escorting those immigrants to join their relatives (when the immigrants would not be admitted on their own).  Outside of Ellis, aid societies arrange picture brides/matchmaking, run boarding houses for single women, help immigrants find housing and employment, and conduct English and Americanization classes.

1. In the “Between Two Worlds” exhibit:  Immigrants usually start out in ethnic neighborhoods (e.g., Chinatown, Little Italy, Lower East Side).  Can you name any similar neighborhoods today?  Immigrant communities develop their own ethnic institutions (e.g., newspapers, religious and civic organizations).  What are the pros and cons of living in such ethnic enclaves?  There’s a familiarity, and immigrants provide mutual support for one another — but this may delay assimilation and lead to “ghettoization.”  Do immigrants want to assimilate?  On the U.S. side, assimilation can be blocked by ethnic stereotypes — see examples from sheet music covers.  Are there parallels to this in pop culture today?  What attitudes toward immigrants appear nowadays in music, movies, TV?

1. In “The Go-Betweens” exhibit:  Children assimilate faster than their parents and become go-betweens, helping their older relatives deal with America.  By the next generation, the grandchildren have become American and forgotten the immigrant experience — and may look down on a new group of immigrants.

1. Dialogue — in conference room:

1. We’re going to explore further how immigrants are received by those in the United States.  (Divide into two smaller groups, if necessary.)

1. Discussion in pairs:  Each pair gets a different political cartoon, with some cartoons from Ellis Island’s day and some from today.  Discuss what the cartoon says about American views on immigration.  Then each pair shares their cartoon with the group, and the group discusses:  What similarities and differences do you see between views of immigration then and now?

1. Statement voting activity:  Students are presented with four policy statements and asked to vote secretly, by placing a green or red card face down, on whether they agree or disagree with each statement:

· Immigrants should be required to learn English.
· There should be no restrictions on the wearing of ethnic/religious clothing, such as burkas/headscarves.
· Only U.S. citizens should receive government social services such as welfare.
· I would be willing to pay higher taxes to provide services to immigrants.

Have volunteers tally the votes.  Then pick a statement where participants disagree and discuss it as a group.  Would anyone like to say why you voted the way you did?  Then discuss a second statement, if time permits.

1. Summary (with whole group back together):  To what extent are these contemporary immigration issues similar to those in Ellis Island’s day?  In what ways are today’s issues different?  Remember back to the photo you chose at the start — how do your views about these issues compare with that photo? How do your views compare with the political cartoons?

1. Next steps:  Turn in your essay to your professor.  At our next session (give date), we’ll explore immigrant jobs and labor.

Session 3:  Immigrants at Work

1. Tour of museum exhibits:

1. In “At Work in America” exhibit:  Our theme today is work.  You’ve been cleared through Ellis and found a place to live — now how do you find a job?  Immigrant aid societies, settlement houses, and employment agencies will help you.  These photos show the types of jobs many Ellis immigrants took — in factories, construction, natural resources (mines, logging), agriculture, domestic work, small businesses.

This chart shows some differences by ethnic group — the most popular jobs for Italians were as laborers; for Russians, including many Jews, it was as tailors and merchants; for Hungarians, as miners; for Scandinavians and Germans, as farmers; for Irish, as laborers, servants, and waiters.  The next chart shows which sectors have large percentages of immigrant vs. American-born labor.  What would you think of this chart if you were an immigrant?  Immigrant jobs tend to be dangerous, hard work for low pay.  What would you think if you were American-born?  Immigrants are taking jobs away from Americans, perhaps lowering our wages, but they may be doing jobs Americans don’t want.

Look at the signs showing wages.  Are these good wages?  How do these figures compare to the minimum wage today?  Look at the photos showing working conditions — sweatshops, child labor, piecework at home.  Are these conditions safe?  This picture shows the worst case situation — the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire (which we’ll come back to shortly).  What can you do about poor conditions?  You can organize, go on strike, form unions.  Many future labor leaders came through Ellis — e.g., heads of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union and the United Auto Workers, executed songwriter/socialist Joe Hill.

1. At Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire exhibit (set up in conference room):  This is what happens when there aren’t enough voices looking out for worker safety.  The Triangle Waist Company produced ladies’ blouses in a sweatshop factory on the top three floors of a ten-story building.  Its 500 workers were mostly young Ellis immigrant women, including Pauline Newman.  The owners were earlier immigrants who’d made good.  Newman called the conditions “inhuman” — 13-hour days, 7 days a week, pay docked if you took too long a bathroom break.

What do you see in this picture of the factory floor?  Is this a safe place to work?  No, there are piles of flammable fabric and machine oil soaking into floors and tables.  Doors open inward and many are locked to prevent breaks.  Fire escapes are flimsy and there are no sprinklers.  It’s a firetrap!
In 1909 garment workers throughout the industry go on strike over working conditions and form the International Ladies Garment Workers Union, but conditions don’t improve.  Newman vows she’ll never work at Triangle again.
On March 25, 1911, fire breaks out in a scrap bin and spreads in 15 minutes to all three floors.  Workers can’t get out the doors; the fire escape collapses; ladders and fire hoses can only reach the 6th floor.  Many workers jump rather than burn.  Examples of Ellis immigrants at Triangle include the stories of Rosie Solomon, Joe Wilson, and Caterina Maltese and her two daughters.  A total of 146 die and immigrant neighborhoods are devastated.
In the aftermath come new building codes and labor laws and the strengthening of the ILGWU, where Newman will spend the rest of her life fighting to improve working conditions.

1. Dialogue — in conference room:

1. Review group agreements.  (Divide into two smaller groups if necessary.)

1. Mutual invitation activity:  Students pass a talking stick around as different participants volunteer to answer these questions.  Think about the immigrants in your own family — your parents, grandparents, or other relatives.  What did they do for a living when they first arrived in America?  How good was that job?  Was it safe?  Were they treated fairly?  How well were they paid?  Did they experience prejudice?

1. Group discussion of personal experiences:  What kinds of jobs do immigrants in your neighborhood do today?  Are they good jobs?  Do immigrants perform important work?

Have you or a family member experienced a bad situation at work, such as unsafe/unfair conditions or disagreement with the boss?  How did you resolve the problem?  If immigrants were involved in this situation, did their involvement affect the outcome?  Or would the situation be different if immigrants were involved?

1. Statement voting activity:  Students are presented with policy statements and asked to vote on whether they agree or disagree with each:

· Immigrants play a vital role in the U.S. economy.
· Immigrants take jobs away from native-born Americans.
· I would be willing to hire an immigrant to work for me.
· It’s okay for employers to hire people based on ethnic or family ties.

Have volunteers tally the votes.  Pick a statement where participants disagree and discuss it as a group.  Why did you vote the way you did?  Discuss a second statement, if time permits.

1. Summary (with whole group back together):  How do you feel about today’s session?  What comparisons do you see between Ellis and today?  What’s similar and what’s different?

1. Next steps:  Turn in your essay to the professor.  At our next and last session (give date), we’ll explore becoming a citizen.

Session 4:  Citizenship

1. Tour of museum exhibits:

1. In “New Americans” exhibit:  Today we’ll talk about citizenship.  Once you’re cleared through Ellis Island, you’re a legal resident — more or less like a Green Card today.  Citizenship is a separate process, the same today as in Ellis’s day.
There are two ways to become a citizen.  The first is by birthright — the Constitution says “natural-born” citizens are those born in the U.S.  The 14th Amendment reinforces this in 1868.  What’s happening in that year?  It’s Reconstruction after the Civil War and people freed from slavery are trying to establish their new rights.  In the 1857 Dred Scott decision, the Supreme Court declared the enslaved and their descendants can’t be citizens — but the 14th Amendment reverses this, saying anyone born in the U.S. is automatically a citizen.

Immigrants aren’t born here, so the second path to citizenship is by naturalization.  You have to be a resident at least five continuous years, then take a test to show you’ve learned English and the basics of U.S. history and government.  How do you learn all this?  In Americanization classes, like those pictured.  You do need to study to pass the test — to get an idea of the questions, try some samples on these computers.  Would you have passed the test without studying?

Once you pass the test, the final step is to take the Oath of Allegiance to the United States.

1. In Registry Room:  One of the most moving things that happens today at Ellis Island is a citizenship ceremony.  At least once a year, people gather in this historic hall to recite the Oath of Allegiance.  They come from all over the world, including armed forces personnel in uniform — you don’t have to be a citizen to fight for the U.S.  They recite this oath — let’s put ourselves in their shoes and read it aloud together.  Congratulations on becoming a citizen!  What do these words mean to you?  Would it be easy to decide to take this oath?

1. Dialogue — in conference room:

1. Review group agreements.

1. Citizenship procedures may seem straightforward, but even birthright can get complicated.  Remember the 2008 presidential election?  Both candidates had their citizenship questioned.  There were arguments about whether Barack Obama was born in the U.S., whether it matters if his father was not a U.S. citizen, and whether he lost U.S. citizenship when he lived in Indonesia as a child.  John McCain was born in the Panama Canal Zone at a time when that was not regarded as U.S. territory, but on a U.S. Navy base of U.S. parents.

1. Case studies activity:  Some disputes about citizenship date back to Ellis Island’s day and are still debated today.  Remember that one of the medical inspection chalk marks was Pg for pregnancy?  Shipping companies were instructed not to let obviously pregnant women travel, because there were too many possible complications of giving birth at sea or at Ellis.  If a woman arrives pregnant, she’ll be detained until the birth.  Is her baby born on Ellis a U.S. citizen?  What if the mother is then denied entry?  A total of 355 babies were born on Ellis — but are they American citizens?

Students break into four small groups, each reading and discussing a different case study of a baby born to an Ellis immigrant.  What did each case decide about citizenship and why?  Do you agree with the decision?  Was it fair?  Each group then reports on their case to the entire gathering, which discusses:  Do you see any parallels/similarities today to these Ellis citizenship issues?  Some people are trying to repeal or reinterpret the 14th Amendment to say that a baby born in the U.S. of parents who entered illegally is not a U.S. citizen.  What do you think about this proposal?

1. Statement voting activity:  Students are presented with policy statements and asked to vote on whether they agree or disagree with each:

· All children born on U.S. soil should automatically become U.S. citizens.
· Immigrants should be allowed to hold dual citizenship in the United States and their native country.
· Immigrants should be required to pass an English proficiency exam before becoming citizens.
· Illegal immigrants should be given amnesty and a path to naturalization.

Have volunteers tally the votes.  Pick a statement where participants disagree and discuss it as a group.  (Divide into two smaller groups if necessary.)  Why did you vote the way you did?  Discuss a second statement, if time permits.

1. Synthesis and summary of program (entire group):  What’s the biggest thing you learned in the course of this program?  Did anything you learned surprise you?  Are there ideas in our discussion that have challenged you?  Has this experience changed the way you look at immigration?  Are there any actions you feel moved to take in your own life or in your community as a result of this experience?

Turn in your essay to your professor, and please complete an evaluation form so we can have your feedback about this program.  Thanks for joining us at Ellis!
Dialogue Arc

Sharing Personal Experiences

1. If someone asks you where you’re from, what do you say?  Why do you identify yourself in this way?
1. What was your first experience with immigration?  What impact has immigration had on your life?
1. Think about the immigrants in your own family.  What did they do for a living when they first arrived in America?  What were their working conditions?  Did they experience prejudice?

Exploring Beyond Our Personal Beliefs

1. You’ve gone through the process an Ellis Island immigrant would have experienced.  How did that make you feel?
1. Consider several policy statements about immigration today.  Do you agree or disagree with them?  Why did you vote the way you did?  Sample statements include:

1. Immigrants should be required to learn English.
1. Only U.S. citizens should receive government social services such as welfare.
1. I would be willing to pay higher taxes to provide services to immigrants.
1. Immigrants play a vital role in the U.S. economy.
1. Immigrants take jobs away from native-born Americans.
1. I would be willing to hire an immigrant to work for me.
1. All children born on U.S. soil should automatically become U.S. citizens.
1. Illegal immigrants should be given amnesty and a path to naturalization.

1. What similarities do you see between the experience of immigrants in Ellis Island’s day and today?  What differences do you see?

Synthesis

1. What’s the biggest thing you learned in the course of this program?  Did anything you learned surprise you?
1. Are there ideas in our discussion that have challenged you?
1. Has this experience changed the way you look at immigration?
1. Are there any actions you feel moved to take in your own life or in your community as a result of this experience? 
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