
Overview

Four out of ten Americans can trace their heritage via Ellis Island. Like the Statue of Liberty, it has been a 
powerful symbol to generations of immigrants. The Ellis Island Immigration Station opened in 1892 in the 
midst of industrialization in the United States that drew eager workers from dozens of foreign nations. At 
its height in 1907, more than 1 million people came through its doors. Its decline began shortly after World 
War I, when Congress imposed severe restrictions on immigration, reflecting the attitudes of a society grown 
weary of foreigners. After 1924, immigration slowed to a trickle and Ellis Island fell into disuse. It was finally 
closed in 1954.

The immigrants who passed through Ellis Island have left a fascinating history of their experiences in letters 
to relatives and in stories passed down through generations. It was a traumatic time for many, made worse by 
frightening tales told by those who had come before. As many as 2 percent of the newcomers were sent home 
each year without even setting foot on American shores, except for Ellis Island. One out of five immigrants 
had to spend long, anxious days or weeks in detention or quarantine, some merely waiting until they could be 
processed and others waiting until officials were satisfied that they met all the requirements for admission.

But fear was often mixed with exhilaration and relief, especially among those who had left behind persecution, 
extreme poverty, and near starvation in their homeland. Our 6th-grade students will not simply learn and talk 
about American immigration history. Instead, they will vicariously experience how our ancestors felt when 
they decided to emigrate to this country and face its challenges and opportunities.

We are a nation of immigrants. This statement might seem to be incorrect, but it’s true. For many Americans, 
Ellis Island is a symbol of the story of American immigration. Located in New York Harbor, Ellis Island was 
the main processing center for most immigrants entering the United States on the East Coast.  Between 1892 
and 1954, some 12 million people entered America through Ellis Island. Third-class passengers (often referred 
to as steerage passengers because their quarters were in the hold of the ship where the steering mechanism 
was located) were required to take a ferry from their ship to Ellis Island. Once there, they had to undergo a 
series of inspections and examinations to determine their suitability for admittance to this country. The wait 
ranged from a matter of hours to several days or even longer. Although 2 percent of immigrants were refused 
entry and sent back due to illness or mental disability, during peak years (1892–1924) over 5,000 people a day 
were processed and allowed entry to the United States.

The prospect of immigration continues to fill people with optimism and excitement. The ultimate goal 
of immigrants to our country—United States citizenship—is still full of promise.  While immigrants 
come from diverse backgrounds with varied motives, they generally share the characteristics of courage, 
determination, ambition, and the ability to overcome hardship through energy and hard work. The 
first step is for us to build an awareness of the history of immigration in our country. The second most 
important thing is to learn respect for the diversity of our cultures. This is important so that we can gain an 
understanding of what unites us as American citizens.  Our cultural diversity is our greatest strength, for 
we are more than a nation. Thanks to those who dared to be immigrants, we are a nation of nations. It is a 
heritage of which we should all be proud.  

Ellis Island is now a national monument administered by the National Park Service. It stands as a symbol of 
our immigrant heritage, yet we must remember that beyond Ellis Island there are many stories to be told—
stories of hardships, stories of hope, stories of other lands, stories of our own family, and, most important of 
all, stories of you and your unique heritage. This is your point of departure.

Students will have specific costume needs. It’s not necessary to purchase or sew costumes. The time period 
we’re talking about is early 1900s, so old clothes of plain color will do. Thrift stores are a great place to look! 
Women and girls wore ankle-length skirts or dresses, not pants, shawls or sweaters, plain shirts, and head 
coverings like scarves or hats. Men and boys wore slacks, button-up shirts, sweater jackets, or suit coats. 
They often wore ties and had hats as well. The students have watched videos in class and looked at photos 



of immigrants and have a good idea of what is needed. Keep in mind that they didn’t wear blue jeans and 
sneakers or clothing of bright colors or clothing with pictures and logos.

In addition to their attire, students will need a piece of luggage. This could be an old suitcase, a pillowcase, 
or a basket. We can even modify cardboard boxes by painting them or covering them with brown paper and 
attaching rope for handles. In this “trunk,” students will need to fill it with items that are important to them 
that they would take to America. Plastic wasn’t invented at this time; nor were cell phones or iPods. The items 
in the “trunk” need to be authentic to the time period. Old photographs, linens, silverware, jewelry, family 
items, etc., are just some suggestions. Please help your immigrant determine things in your home that are 
important that can fit inside his or her chosen piece of luggage.  

Our Ellis Island simulation will take place on Monday, November 23. The simulation itself will begin at 
Lexington Middle School and then venture off school grounds. The destination is unknown to the students, 
but I can tell you that it is within 3 miles of the school and we will be using bus transportation to get there. We 
are doing this to simulate the “fear of the unknown and unfamiliar” that the immigrants experienced when 
arriving at Ellis Island. They, too, had no idea of what to expect. We will have a full “dress rehearsal” on Friday, 
November 20. All costumes and luggage items need to be in class. We would like to invite any parents to help 
and be inspectors at Ellis Island and help process the immigrants. Or, if you would just like to watch, you 
can walk the “observation deck” of Ellis Island while the immigrants from around the world go through the 
different processing stations.  

Lunch and a snack will be served at the off-site location.  It will consist of a traditional Ellis Island menu, also 
an unknown to the students. The students and I are so excited about this project! We would like to thank 
everyone in advance for all their work and resources in making this project a success!  

As a celebration of the Ellis Island experience, there will be a special celebration held in the commons on 
Tuesday, November 24, starting at 8:00 a.m. Arrive hungry and ready to reflect on your immigrant experience!  
We would like to invite all the adults who helped, too.  After all, this was a collaborative project of school and 
community!

  


