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Save Ellis Island 
Lesson Plans 

Immigrants at Ellis Island 

Grade 4 to7 

 

Reading a Photograph 
 

Objectives:  
• Students will be able: 

▪ to develop the skills to “read” a photograph for 

information about the past. 

▪ to develop the understandings of the connection 

between the Immigration Act of 1891, the Industrial 

Revolution, and the medical inspection process at Ellis 

Island  

▪  to empathize with the conditions of immigrants in the 

workforce in the early 1900s  

 

Materials: (items are attached in the packet) 

• Photo viewing sheet 

• Background about Ellis Island 

• Bibliography 
 

Process: 

Project or make copies of a photo of immigrants at Ellis Island.  Ask the whole class what they 

see in the picture.  You may want to list responses on the board or chart paper.  If they draw a 

conclusion, such as “The immigrants look tired and scared,” ask them how can they tell, what 

evidence in the photo makes them say that. They should be able to articulate and back up their 

ideas from details in the photograph. Explain to the students briefly about the medical inspection 

process at Ellis Island (see the background information for educators and the history of Ellis 

Island and the medical inspection process). What does the photograph suggest about the 

immigrant inspection process? 
 

Review with students the process they just completed – listing/identifying what they saw, 

drawing conclusions/hypotheses based on what they saw; and backing up their 

conclusions/hypotheses with evidence/details from the photograph. Explain that this is how they 

will be “reading” the next photograph. 
 

Distribute photographs/illustrations of immigrants and industrial workers to small groups (2 or 3 

per group) of students. These can be found online and may include those taken by Louis Hine, 

Jacob Riis, Augustus Sherman, and/or among others.   
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Ask students to answer the following questions/assignments about the photograph: 

• Describe the person or people in the picture. 

• What are the people doing/what is their occupation? 

• What are conditions like where they are?   

• What does the photograph suggest about the workers at the turn of the century? 

• How does this photo of workers/working conditions relate to the Immigration Act of 

1891? Later immigration laws? 

• Write a postcard from one of the people in the photograph to a relative from their home 

country, journal entry by one of the people in the photograph, or newspaper article about 

one of the workers in the photograph.   
 

 

Wrap-Up: 
Students can share their photograph and creative assignment with the rest of the class.   

Ask students how the immigration process – including the medical inspection and the standing in 

lines, etc. relates to what they see in the photographs.  If the Immigration Act of 1891 was not 

passed, how would the photographs look different? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:education@saveellisisland.org


3 
Save Ellis Island 

31 Route 206 

Suite 3E 

Augusta, NJ 07822 

education@saveellisisland.org – 201-332-8485 

 

 

 

What Do You SEE? 

 

 

 

What Do You THINK is Happening? 

 

 

 

What Do You THINK Happens NEXT? 
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