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Lesson Plan
The First Activity 
From 8:00 a.m. to 8:15 a.m., students get dressed, 
including make-up for mustaches, rashes, etc. They are 
then divided into groups and prepare to board their ships.

At 8:20 a.m., students board the •	 La Lorraine. 
[with assistance from a teacher or volunteer]
At 8:40 a.m., students board the •	 SS Mercedes. 
[with assistance from a teacher or volunteer]
At 9:00 a.m., students board the •	 SS Olympia. 
[with assistance from a teacher or volunteer]

While the immigrants are waiting for their turn to 
board their specific ship, please have them do the 
following.

On page 3 in their passports, have them list all •	
the items in their luggage and explain why they 
brought each item with them.
Have them practice saying the Pledge of •	
Allegiance [without the words “under God,” 
which were not in the pledge at that time].
Have them practice the “New Colossus” poem •	
that is on the bottom of the Statue of Liberty 
because they will recite this later in the afternoon.

The ship employee [volunteer] will come to the 
classroom and tell the students that their ship is 
ready and that all passengers will need to board. All 
the 1st-class passengers will board first, followed 
by the 2nd-class passengers and last the 3rd-class 
passengers. They will need to line up in this order 
before going down the hall. [Please make sure they do 
not forget any pieces of luggage or other parts of their 
costumes.]
Take all immigrants and luggage to the “ship,” which 
will be located on the stage. [If the route takes them 
through existing workrooms, remind them not to 
touch anything.] The ship employee [volunteer] will 
ask the passengers a series of questions and log their 
answers on the ship’s manifest. [Note: pre-mark the 
manifest with full instructions for the volunteers so 
they will know, in advance, which “immigrants” will 
be singled out for special attention.] 1st- and 2nd-class 
passengers will board first, then 3rd-class (steerage) 
passengers. The 3rd-class passengers will be confined 
to a very small area [a taped area will be visible], and it 
will be crowded [please have them sit]!  The ship boat 
captain [volunteer] will welcome everyone aboard and 
announce that the ship is ready to leave. When the 
ship has sailed, the captain will start the ocean music 
CD and then read the provided script.  
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Script for the Captain
Welcome aboard the [insert name of ship—La 
Lorraine, SS Mercedes, or SS Olympia]. This ship 
is headed to New York. The length of travel is 
approximately six days. I am your ship’s captain, 
Captain Sanders. [Make sure the ocean music is 
playing and the captain begins to narrate the days of 
their voyage.]

Day 1: The weather conditions today are favorable, 
and many of you have found the journey tolerable 
thus far. You are all trying to become familiar with 
the large ship because, for most of you, it is your 
first and hopefully last voyage aboard such a vessel! 
You find the food and sleeping quarters acceptable, 
except for those in 3rd class. They will eat and sleep 
in the same place. [Pause]
Day 2: [If available, change music to reflect winds 
and a storm.] A ferocious storm lingers over the 
Atlantic. The fierce winds and torrential rains cause 
the boat to rock back and forth. You all feel nature’s 
mighty rhythm, especially those in 3rd class.  You 
are all terribly ill and are afraid to move about the 
ship. [Pause]
Day 3: This was much like the day before, but there 
are signs that the storm is moving on. The rain 
has stopped, but the fierce winds continue. Very 
few of you are able to move about the ship. By this 
time, those in 3rd class are living in unsanitary 
conditions. Everyone is so crowded.     [Pause]
Day 4: [Return to more gentle music.] The sun is 
shining and you are relieved that your journey is 
half over. You will be reaching New York in two 
days. [Pause]
Day 5: You and the other immigrants decide to 
entertain yourselves with games, dancing, and 
singing! [Select appropriate music from the 
Americans All® music book.] Even though you 
have a hard time understanding the different 
languages being spoken, your actions speak 
for themselves. You are making many friends. 
However, you can’t help but wonder what their  
fate will be. [Pause] 
Day 6:  [Return to ocean music.] It’s early morning and the heavy fog is beginning to lift. You are anxious 
about the events that lie ahead of you in America. Your heart starts to race from feelings of fear, excitement, 
and relief, all mixed together. [Pause]

The immigrants now hear the words they have been so patiently longing to hear—Passengers, the ship is now 
entering New York Harbor. All passengers may come to the observation deck, which is located on the 1st-class 
passenger side. [Have a volunteer pull back the curtain and let the immigrants see Lady Liberty for the first 
time.]
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Give them a few minutes to talk about “her” and 
talk among themselves about what a symbol like this 
means for them. Then the captain will announce:

It’s time to disembark the ship. Grab your 
luggage and follow me, again in the same 
order: 1st class, then 2nd class, then 3rd class.  

Passengers will exit [follow the signs] off the back 
of the stage and the back hall toward the gym. They 
will all need to come in front of the stage for a group 
picture (with luggage) in front of the ship. [Have 
a volunteer set up in advance to take this. Prior to 
taking the photo, explain to them that they are all 
unsure of their fate, so no big smiles.] Then they will exit out the south gym doors to board the “ferry” [in 
our case, a big yellow bus] to Ellis Island. The bus will take the immigrants to Ellis Island [the off-site location 
can be a community center or church building], where they will unload and start the immigration process. 
[Out of respect for the organization providing the space, make sure the “route” is well marked and remind the 
“immigrants” not to touch anything as they walk.]

From 8:20 a.m. to 11:30 a.m., all immigrants should be going through the Ellis Island simulation.

The Immigration Process
Station #1: Tagger  [Three volunteers]

Ask to see their passport. Look at the first two 1. 
pages and check to see if the picture is correct. 
Then use the information on page 2 to find their 
name on the provided ship’s manifest.
Each immigrant will then receive two tags—one 2. 
pinned to his or her shirt on the left chest and 
the second pinned or tied to his or her luggage. 
Both need to include the following information:

Number (same number that he or  •	
she has on the ship’s manifest)
Name (first and last)•	
Ship he or she came on•	
Country of origin•	

Then pin a piece of fabric under the paper  3. 
tag on the clothing. This will be used for chalk 
markings throughout the processing.

When you finish processing an immigrant, tell him 
or her to proceed to the stairs. No need to rush 
because immigrants waited in long lines.
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Station #2: Stairs of Separation 
[6-second medical inspection by a volunteer]
Immigrants will be instructed to ascend the stairs. 
A volunteer will be secretly watching them to look 
for signs of physical or mental illness. Choose 
about one out of every four immigrants to make a 
mark on his or her tag. [“K” for contagious; “P” for 
further examination; “X” for rejection on mental 
and/or medical grounds] A previous volunteer will 
have put a star and highlighted the immigrants who 
appear to have physical or mental illnesses. When 
those particular immigrants pass, a volunteer just 
approaches them and makes a chalk mark on their 
fabric tag according to the marking chart. The 
volunteer does not have to speak to them or tell them 
what they are doing.
As the immigrants enter the “Great Hall,” they will be 
offered a “traditional Ellis Island snack” of a donut. [One 
or two volunteers to distribute food] They can carry it 
with them while they go through the stations.  

Station #3: Medical Examination 
[Two volunteers in medical costumes]
Ask each immigrant to see his or her passport and look 
at his or her picture on page 2—and then look back 
carefully at the immigrant to make it appear as if you are 
double checking its validity.
The doctor [a volunteer]  
Immigrants will be asked the following questions:

Have you ever been in the hospital?•	
Have you ever had any diseases?•	
Have you ever been unable to work for any •	
medical reason?

Then check the immigrants for lice [check their hair 
thoroughly], skin conditions [have them pull up their 
sleeves and show you their arms and hands], and, if they 
are carrying a “child,” be sure to check the baby doll too! 
Also look for eye diseases [this was where inspectors 
used button hooks—so just pretend!], and check their 
heart rate [use the stethoscope] and check their mouths 
with popsicle sticks [one stick per student].    
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The mental exam [a volunteer]
Here, immigrants will also go through a mental 
examination. Randomly choose immigrants to:

draw a series of diamonds;•	
finish a puzzle; or•	
identify objects. •	

Look at the manifest to see which immigrants should 
receive chalk marks [“K” for contagious; “P” for 
further examination; “X” for rejection on mental and/
or medical grounds.] Make the marks on the fabric 
tag attached to their clothing. Those receiving marks 
will sit in the medical inspection room for about 10 
minutes before “clearing” them. Go back and recheck 
their defect and tell them that you think they are 
“better now” allowing them to continue the process. 

Station #4: Legal Examination  [at least two 
volunteers]
Here the immigrants will sit in rows of chairs. Call 
them up two at a time, one for each inspector, to 
the “Registrar’s Desk.” [Check to make sure the 
information they provide matches the information 
on the ship’s manifest. The number on their tag 
corresponds to their number on the manifest. They 
are numerical for the most part.]
Ask them to see their passport first and keep it out 
while you ask the following questions:

What is your name?•	
What is your gender?•	
What is your occupation?•	
What is your nationality?•	
Where are you going?•	
What is your age?•	
Are you married?•	
Can you read?•	
Can you write?•	
Who paid your passage?•	
Have you ever been to the United States •	
before?
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Any immigrants with a “star” next to their answer 
in columns 11–18 on the manifest should have their 
fabric tag marked with an “SI.” This means “special 
inquiry.” Take them to the “inspection room” and ask 
them some questions over and over, pertaining to 
the column that they had the star in. For example, if 
they have a star in column 11, “Who paid for your 
passage,” then repeatedly ask them who really paid; 
many of these people lied about who was really 
paying for them to come to America. They probably 
received money from a company in America because 
they had a contract to work for them when they 
got here. This was illegal at that time! You may have 
to ask some leading questions. Release them all 
eventually and allow them to continue the processing.

Station #5: Baggage Inspection 
[at least two volunteers]
Immigrants will enter this area and wait in line to 
have their bags inspected. Please don’t hurry through 
this. They waited in long lines at Ellis Island.
Ask to see their passport [look at them, then look 
back at the passport—do this a few times]. Proceed to 
inspect their luggage, purses, etc.  
Ask each immigrant the following questions:

Why are you bringing “this [item]” to America?•	
What is “this [item]”?•	
Why is “this [item]” important to you?•	
Do you have any money with you?•	
What are you going to do with this money?•	
How are you going to make money in America?•	

Station #6: Currency Exchange   [two volunteers]
Here students will exchange their foreign currency 
for American money.  Use the charts for exchange 
rates at the time. Give immigrants their money and 
forward them to the railroad/ferry ticket station. 
[Remember, at Ellis Island, many of the currency 
changers shortchanged the immigrants for their 
own personal gain. The immigrants had no one to 
complain to if they felt shortchanged.]
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Station #7: Railroad/Ferry Ticket Station  
[at least one volunteer]
Here the immigrants will purchase a railroad or ferry 
ticket to their destination. Have the volunteer fill 
out the ticket accordingly and use the list of possible 
railroads to complete the ticket. Take the amount 
of money needed according to their destination. If 
an immigrant gets stuck and doesn’t know where to 
purchase a ticket to, look up his or her number on 
the ship’s manifest and look at column 10. If it says 
“unknown,” let the immigrant choose.

As the immigrants finish the processing stations, they 
will proceed to the cafeteria where they will be served 
a traditional Ellis Island lunch, consisting of a ham 
sandwich, apple pie, and a banana. They will need 
to file in and fill up a table before starting another. 
Please remind them that the people they are sitting 
with are foreign to them.  

Learning Activities
After lunch, a teacher can lead the students in some 
reflective journal writing in their “passports” while 
they are still at “Ellis Island” and in their immigrant 
character. Then follow this by having students do an 
immigration graphing activity where they will graph 
the immigration data from the immigrants in the 
simulation. 
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End of the Ellis Island process   [a volunteer]
Now make the announcement they’ve all been 
waiting for—the names of those being granted 
admission to America. They will all come up in 
front of the stage, and those whose names were not 
called will be “deported” and will be sent to sit in 
the “deportation station.” Those immigrants will 
receive their “deportation papers.” [This offers an 
excellent future teaching opportunity to have these 
“immigrants” discuss how it felt to be excluded and 
opens the door to compare and contrast this process 
of entry to America to that of other ethnic and 
cultural groups.]
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Final Activity

Pretend that five years have passed and all the 
immigrants that were allowed to pass through Ellis 
Island have been in the United States long enough, 
and have met all of the requirements, to become 
naturalized U.S. citizens. Have the immigrants gather 
around the stage to listen to a volunteer explain the 
concept of “citizenship” and what it means to be an 
American. After that, the immigrants will recite the 
“Pledge of Allegiance” [leaving out the “under God” 
part, which wasn’t in the pledge at the time].  Next, 
provide each immigrant with a small flag.
The last step will be to administer the “Oath of 
Naturalization” to the immigrants. They will repeat 
what is said.  [If possible, have a political figure, such 
as a local judge or state senator or congressman, 
administer the oath. This will add a powerful 
dimension to the oath.] When that concludes, the 
new Americans will wave their flags in celebration 
and a volunteer will lead everyone present in singing 
“God Bless America.” These citizens will receive their 
citizenship papers.

If they are available, invite guest speakers to 
address the group at the end of the day. By adding 
this personal touch, the experience of “coming to 
America” can be reinforced. This can also include 
individuals who did not arrive through Ellis Island—
and this opens discussions that can lead to other 
community-building events.

At the end of the process, students are taken back to 
the bus [change the sign on the bus] for their return 
to school. Follow-up activities are outlined in the 
Americans All Ellis Island book—but do not forget to 
create a special event to thank the volunteers!




