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Anticipated Lesson Outcomes: Student Engagement, Critical 

Thinking, Knowledge Construction 

Description of Activity: Students will analyze photographs of immigrants on board ships to the 

U.S. Using their close analysis of these photographs, they will consider the question “Who were 

the immigrants and why did they come?” and articulate hypotheses based on their analysis. On 

the second day, students will analyze census data from the 1890 census. Based on this analysis, 

they will synthesize what they have believe they have learned from the two sources. As a 

summative activity, students will use evidence from these sources, as well as their anthology, to 

imagine themselves as an immigrant and to write a postcard to a friend or relative in their home 

country upon arrival in the U.S. 

Student Engagement: This lesson, taught in conjunction with 7
th

 grade English teachers, 

represents a radical departure from the students’ prior experience with elementary school 

“research,” which primarily has taken the form of reading secondary sources in encyclopedias. 

The primary sources used (photographs and graphs of census data) require students to interpret 

the information. The rest of their curriculum is text-based, so this lesson, which begins with a 

close examination of photographic images, is much more attuned to their “everyday” means of 

gathering information on-line through Facebook, Instagram, etc. In addition, the tools of 

investigation are different: magnifying glasses and iPads instead of highlighters. So, the novelty 

alone can be expected to engage students. More importantly, however, I expect the first day of 

the lesson to draw students in because it is about people (often families). I expect students to be 

curious about these people, and connect with them – especially the children – in a way that 

differs from a written account. At the same time, the photos raise a lot of questions and 

encourage students to make inferences: why do they dress differently? Why aren’t they smiling? 

When was the picture taken? Why are they traveling?  

 

On the second day of the lesson, students will examine pie charts and graphs created by the 

Census Bureau summarizing 1890 census data. While the graphics lack the “human” connection 

that the photographs have, I think students can use some of their prior knowledge and their 

insights from the photographs to puzzle about and decode the pie charts  

 

Another way to look at engagement is through the lens of Gardner’s multiple intelligences 

(Gardner, 1993, pp. 17-26).While there are certainly elements that appeal to the more traditional 

linguistic learner, such as completing the primary source analysis tool, the lesson will also 

engage Visual Spatial learners through photographic imagery and graphs and charts, and the 

Logical-Mathematical learner, who may identify big concepts through the graph analysis. The 

hands-on learning, complete with images, magnifying glasses (and hopefully iPads) will engage 

the Bodily-Kinesthetic learner, while the group brainstorming will appeal to those with 

interpersonal intelligence. 

 

Develop Critical Thinking Skills: Developing critical thinking skills is at the heart of the 

Common Core State Standards Initiative which stress close, attentive reading, thoughtful 

engagement with high quality sources, “cogent reasoning and use of evidence.” (National 

Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 

2010). All of these characteristics are incorporated into this lesson. Students will examine the 

photographs and charts carefully to develop their own evidence-based answers to the question 

“Who were the immigrants and why did they come?” Prior to coming to the library, they will 

have read one or two personal accounts in their anthology, but will not have looked at the topic 
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broadly. As a result, they will need to use critical thinking skills to formulate their own 

hypotheses, absent an overview of the topic. Because this will be the first time that students are 

exposed to primary source analysis, it will be important to model and encourage critical thinking 

through questioning.   

 

The Stripling Model of Inquiry outlines a recursive, six-step framework for inquiry (Stripling, 

2009, p. 2). Primary source analysis in this lesson lends itself to critical thinking because 

students will have questions about the photographs and charts. Through their interpretations, they 

will be encouraged to make their thinking “visible” and identify their evidence and inferences. I 

am hoping that students will express some skepticism about the definitions of the categories in 

the charts, and those questions I hope will lead students to some insights in terms of their own 

thinking. Synthesizing inferences from both the photographs and charts to create an immigrant 

“identity” for their postcard will require them to apply their understanding of the primary sources 

to a different format and context.  

 

In The Miniature Guide to Critical Thinking Concepts and Tools, Richard Paul and Linda Elder 

argue that a “well-cultivated critical thinker…raises vital questions and problems….gathers and 

assesses relevant information…and comes to well-reasoned conclusions.” The intent of this 

lesson is to stimulate student questioning, and provide them an opportunity to gather information 

through close examination and then draw an evidence-based conclusion or hypothesis. 

 

Construct Knowledge: According to Stripling, this phase is often the most difficult for students 

because they need to “organize and draw conclusions from information they have 

found”(Stripling, 2009, p. 3). In this lesson, students will be asked to synthesize information 

from different sources. They can use the charts to identify the nationalities of immigrants at 

different points from 1750 to 1890 to select a probable country of origin and date of arrival for 

the immigrant identity they adopt for their postcard. They can use the photographs to infer 

information about the voyage to the United States and the circumstances from which immigrants 

came. In this sense, each student can construct their own answer; there in not one “right” answer 

during the “Express” step of this lesson. However, they must articulate their evidence. 

Constructing knowledge that includes a personal, emotional component (because the student 

constructs their own identity) supports long-term learning and retention.  

 

Lesson Overview 

Common Core State Standards: 

W.7.1b, W.7.3b, W.7.7 

a. Focus Question   
Who are the immigrants and why did they come?  

b. Context  

During the first quarter, 7
th
 grade English students read several selections from their anthology 

From Here to There: the Immigrant Experience. These include the Emma Lazarus poem about 

the Statue of Liberty, a slave narrative, a ballad about the Irish potato famine, poems from 

Chinese immigrants in the 19
th
 century, and a narrative passage from a Jewish immigrant from 

Russia in the 19
th

 century. The focus is on investigating the focus question, “Who are the 

immigrants and why did they come?” 
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The students are supposed to complete a mini-research project during this marking period. This 

lesson will be an activity within the unit of study, to be completed after they have read a couple 

of selections from their anthology. 

c. Objectives   

Through this lesson, students will analyze a photograph to arouse curiosity and generate 

questions about immigrants. They will then analyze a graphical representation of 1890 census 

data to flesh out their knowledge of the diversity of immigrants entering the US in 19
th

 and early 

20
th
 centuries. 

 

d. Assessment   

Formative assessments: 

Observations about the photographs, and depth of their reflections as they analyze the 

photographs. Sophistication of their wonderings/puzzling (is it more than 5Ws?) 

 

Summative Assessment: Postcard 

Write a postcard to a friend or relative in your home country. Make sure to include a date so that 

they know when (and where) you arrived in the U.S. Using your evidence, add a couple of 

details about your trip and your hopes, and why you may have left. Don’t forget to address your 

postcard. Make sure to have a picture on the postcard.  Although you wouldn’t normally do this, 

include in-text references in your postcard for your evidence. Submit your Works Cited page 

separately, in MLA format. Use at least one source from our anthology and one primary source. 

 

III. Activity Details 

a. Primary Sources 

 
1. Emigrants coming to the "Land of Promise" 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97501632/resource/ 

 

 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97501632/resource/
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2. Emigrants on the crowded lower deck of a ship, in mid-ocean 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3a45849/  

 

3. S.S. ANGELO (Wilson Line steamship) leaving Christiana, Norway, with emigrants for America 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2004681900/resource/ 

 

 

 

4. The Total population and its elements at each census: 1790-1890. 

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/primarysourcesets/immigration/pdf/total

_population.pdf 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3a45849/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2004681900/resource/
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g3701gm.gct00010
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/primarysourcesets/immigration/pdf/total_population.pdf
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/primarysourcesets/immigration/pdf/total_population.pdf
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 b. Activity Procedure   

Day 1: 

As students arrive, give them the Do Now. The teacher will have grouped students 

heterogeneously at the tables, and students will find the table to which they have been assigned. 

Tables have numbers; students sit at table with their name on it. Tables will have magnifying 

glasses, and perhaps 1 iPad.  

As students are entering, they complete the Do Now: What do you think you know about 

immigration? 

Address students as historians. Explain that historians are like detectives (hence the magnifying 

glasses) to explore our focus question.  

Give students the Primary Source Analysis tool (Attachment A) for photographs.  

Each table will have copies of Image #1 (Emigrants coming to the land of promise) for each 

student. Image will be displayed on the whiteboard. 

 Explain that we are going to quietly examine Image #1. In the first column, write down 

what you see in the photograph.  

 As students work on the “Observe” column, ask guiding questions: What do you notice 

first? What people and objects are shown? How are they arranged? What is the setting? 

What words do you see? What other details do you notice? 

 After 3 or 4 minutes, encourage students to move onto “Reflect.” Explain that here, they 

will use their observations to create hypotheses. Ask guiding questions: Why do you 

think this image was made? What’s happening in the image? When do you think it was 
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made? What’s missing from this image? For whom was the photo taken? Who was the 

audience for this photo? 

 After 3 or 4 minutes, ask students to move to the 3
rd

 column. Explain that here they will 

record what they wonder about this image. What puzzles them? What would they like to 

know more about? 

Now display the analysis tool on the whiteboard.  

 Ask students to share what they observed in the image. Affirm their observations, helping 

them to distinguish between observations and reflections. If they offer a reflection, put it 

in the correct column and ask for their evidence.  Continue on to Reflection and 

Question. 

Show students the bibliographic information on the whiteboard. What new insights does this 

information provide? What questions does it answer? What questions remain? 

Explain that students will now examine a 2
nd

 image (Image #2). Students will have 5 minutes to 

examine their photograph, using a second PSA tool. As students work, repeat the guiding 

questions from above. For the next 5 minutes, students talk about the image with their table 

group. Distribute bibliographic information about the image. Ask for class comments.  

Closure: Pick one of the people in the picture, and write a “thought bubble,” on a post-it 

imagining what they are thinking about. Use at least one piece of evidence (something you 

learned) from our discussion. As they leave, put their post-it on the poster version of the print.  

(If there is extra time, have students share their observations, reflections, questions with the class 

and add to their PSA tools) 

 

Homework: Students should read and highlight the Census Fact Sheet 

(http://www.census.gov/schools/pdf/Census_Fact_Sheet.pdf)  

and Pop Culture: 1890 

(http://www.census.gov/history/www/through_the_decades/fast_facts/1890_fast_facts.html 

Create a quiz question for each article. Write in on an index card, with the answer on the back. 

Bring the 2 index cards to class the next day. 

 

Day 2: 

Student sit at the same table as yesterday. 

Do now: Quiz, Quiz, Trade using the questions that students developed. 

On each table, have 2 copies of the primary source analysis tool for each student.  

Intro: Welcome the historians back for another day of investigation. Explain that we are working 

with primary sources: original documents and objects which were created at the time under 

study.  

Explain that we have a different source to consider today. Pass out Tables 34 and 39. Tell 

students that these charts are from the 1890 census.  

Give students 5 minutes to individually study the charts, focusing on “Observe.” Ask guiding 

questions: Describe what you see. What do you notice first? What shapes do you see? Does 

anything look strange or unfamiliar? What words do you see? 

http://www.census.gov/schools/pdf/Census_Fact_Sheet.pdf
http://www.census.gov/history/www/through_the_decades/fast_facts/1890_fast_facts.html
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Give students a couple minutes to compare notes at their table. 

Gather feedback from the different groups on the smartboard. 

Now ask students, as a table group, to reflect on the graphs. Have one person act as scribe. Pose 

guiding questions: Why do you think the government was collecting this information? Why did 

they choose these categories? If these pie charts were made today, what would be different? 

What would be the same? What other information might they have collected? Why didn’t they? 

Ask for responses from the groups. Ask students for evidence to support their hypotheses.  

As a class, develop questions.  

Now pass out Chart 65. 

Have students begin a new PSA tool.  

Focus them on what they observe, using guiding questions from above. Collect responses. Post 

guiding questions on smartboard and ask students to respond with hypotheses. If they are lacking 

evidence, suggest that it could be a question for further investigation. Wrap up with “Questions” 

section of PSA tool. 

Closure: 

Let’s think about our focus question: Who were the immigrants and why did they come? On the 

back of the PSA chart, write down 3 bullet point answers to this question. In addition to 

nationality, what else have you learned about the immigrants? Indicate whether your answer is 

from a photo, graph or both. If there is time, ask students to review what they thought they knew 

about immigration. Have their views changed? 

Collect all the PSA charts.  

Day 3 

Objective: Students will be able to cite (give credit) to all of the primary sources  we have 

examined. Students will be begin to brainstorm the content of their postcard, using a 

graphic organizer. 

Do Now: Students log on to a computer and answer the following question: 

What information do you think we need to provide in a citation of photograph? This may be a 

Quia quiz in the form of TF or matching. 

Show students completed citations for the primary sources. Have students add them to their 

Noodletools project “Immigration: Who and Why?” They can also add citations for additional 

accounts and the timeline from their anthology. 

Distribute graphic organizer and project requirements/elements for the postcard. The graphic 

organizer will focus on:  

Where did you come from? 

 Evidence: [As an example, a student might write Germany, and as evidence write 

“Census Data”] 

When did you come? 

 Evidence: 

Why did you come? 

 Evidence: 
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What was your voyage like? 

 Evidence: 

How old are you? What is your sex? Your name? 

What are you looking forward to in America? 

 Evidence: 

What do you look like? 

What did you bring with you? Etc. 

  

Postcard Assessment: 

Write a postcard to a friend or relative in your home country. Make sure to include a date so that 

they know when you arrived in the U.S. Using your evidence, talk about your trip, who you may 

have met on your trip, why you made the trip, your hopes. Think about why you might have left. 

Don’t forget to address your postcard (include name of person you are writing and their country). 

Draw or paste a picture from the United States on the opposite side of your postcard. Include in-

text citation in the body of your postcard. Attach a separate Works Cited page in MLA format to 

your postcard.  
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Attachment A 
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