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UNIT:  Effects of US Public Health Policy on Immigration  

Grades 7 - 121 

Objective  By using inquiry-based methods, students will compare and contrast primary and secondary 

sources to understand and explain the impact of the Ellis Island medical inspection and hospitalization would have 

on the experiences of immigrants and their families. (NOTE: These lessons may work best after you do some general work with 

students on immigration in the 20th century.)   
Introduction:  Background Information for Educators:  Immigration, Ellis Island, and Public Health 
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Objective: 

 

Students will be able: 

 

-to understand how 

immigration built the 

industrial work force 

-to examine how 

immigration helped in 

the building of modern 

America 

-to examine and discuss 

the immigrant 

I. Culture Social studies 

programs should include 

experiences that provide for 

the study of culture and 

cultural diversity, so that the 

learner can  

       a. explore and describe 

similarities and differences in 

the ways groups, societies, 

and cultures address similar 

human needs and concerns;  

       b. give examples of how 

experiences may be 

Button hook 

Contagious 

Detention 

Epidemic 

Excludable 

Disease 

Exclusion 

Favus 

Idiot 

Illness classes 

Immigration Act 

of 1891 

1) Ask students to think about a visit to the 

doctors and think about the answers to the 

following questions: Did they know why they were 
going to the doctor? Did the doctor talk much 

about what types of tests/exam they were doing?  

How did you feel before going to the doctor?  
How did you feel when you were finished with 

your doctor visit?    

-Ask students to read the transcripts or listen to 

some oral histories of immigrants’ accounts of 

their experiences with medical inspections at Ellis 

Island.  Look also at photographs of immigrants 

Additional Teacher 

Resources 

(bibliography) 

                                                           
1 This lesson is based on an original lesson plan created by teachers Katie Anne Basler, Gloria Lloyd, Joe Fiorella, Kathleen Blechar, Kelly Mauri, Pat Picinich, 

and Nick Miceli, who participated in the July 2005 Workshop for Social Studies Educators sponsored by The Ellis Island Institute, a program of Save Ellis 

Island, Inc. (www.saveellisisland.org)   
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screening process at 

Ellis Island and other 

immigration stations 

-to explore immigrants 

in present day 

workforce 

 

Essential Questions: 

 

What role did the 

hospitals and medical 

inspections have on 

Ellis Island? 

 

Why did Ellis Island 

have medical 

inspections and 

hospitalized 

immigrants? 

 

How did the inspection 

results impact the 

experience of the 

immigrant? 

 

Assessments: 

Journal entry 

responding to 

photograph, oral 

history, or primary 

source documents 

 

interpreted differently by 

people from diverse cultural 

perspectives and frames of 

reference; 

       c. describe ways in 

which language, stories, 

folktales, music, and artistic 

creations serve as 

expressions of culture and 

influence behavior of people 

living in a particular culture;  

       d. compare ways in 

which people from different 

cultures think about and deal 

with their physical 

environment and social 

conditions; 

 

II, Time, Continuity, & 

Change Social studies 

programs should include 

experiences that provide for 

the study of the ways human 

beings view themselves in 

and over time, so that the 

learner can:  

      a. demonstrate an 

understanding that different 

people may describe the 

same event or situation in 

diverse ways, citing reasons 

for the differences in views;  

Immigration Act 

of 1907 

Infectious 

Insanity 

Loathsome 

Disease 

Mental 

deficiency 

Moron 

Public charge 

Public Health 

Service 

Public policy 

Quarantine 

Rheumatism 

Senility 

TB  

Trachoma 

Ward 

 

 

undergoing medical inspection at Ellis Island. Ask 

the students: Why were they undergoing 

inspection?  What words can you interpret from 
the photograph/oral history about how they were 

thinking or feeling?  How is this similar/different 

from what you experienced at your recent 

doctor’s visit?   Have students write a journal 

entry based on a photograph they analyzed or oral 

history clip they listened to. 
 

2)  To give students an idea of the amount of 

immigrants that were processed in a single year 

and statistics on those detained in the hospital, 

provide students with the 1909 statistics excerpt.  

Ask the students:   

What percentage of immigrants in 1909 had 
medical issues?   

What percentage of the immigrants admitted to 
hospitals died in the hospitals? 

What does this suggest about the Health Care 

provided by the USPHS? 
What percentage of people were deported out of 

those inspected?   
What does that number say about the USPHS 

inspection/screening process? 

 

You can decide to ask other questions using the 

data provided. 

 

3)  Explain to students that they will now look at a 

case study of someone who was detained at Ellis 
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Math questions using 

statistics 

 

Student created skit or 

storyboard based on 

primary source 

documents and oral 

histories 

 

Teacher created rubric 

to assess role-play, 

script, and use of 

primary sources  

 

 

Materials: 

Student journals 

 

Nokka Khoury primary 

source documents  

 

1909 Statistics excerpt 

 

Oral 

histories/transcripts 

 

Historic Photographs 

 

Examples of mental 

tests given at Ellis 

Island 

 

       b. demonstrate an ability 

to use correctly vocabulary 

associated with time such as 

past, present, future, and long 

ago; read and construct 

simple timelines; identify 

examples of change; and 

recognize examples of cause 

and effect relationships;  

       c. compare and contrast 

different stories or accounts 

about past events, people, 

places, or situations, 

identifying how they 

contribute to our 

understanding of the past;  

      d. identify and use 

various sources for 

reconstructing the past, such 

as documents, letters, diaries, 

maps, textbooks, photos, and 

others;  

      e. demonstrate an 

understanding that people in 

different times and places 

view the world differently; 

 

 

Island.  Use the documents provided in the 

curriculum kit and the lesson plan.  

 

4)  Have students listen to some of the immigrant 

voices (or read the oral history transcripts) 

describing their processing and medical 

experience. Ask the students: How did the 

immigration process – from the journey through 
the inspection process – have an effect on their 

physical and mental state?   Discuss with students 

how physical fitness, proper nutrition, and 

environmental factors influenced the well-being 

of immigrants, and if the United States provided 

these factors during an immigrant’s time on Ellis 

Island.   

 

5)  Review with students the types of inspections 

at Ellis Island they have encountered so far in 

readings/activities.  (Medical, legal, and mental).  

Ask students to write in their journals what types 

of tests they think they would want to conduct to 

determine if an immigrant is mentally stable.  

What activities or answers prove that someone is 
mentally sound?  How accurate do you think this 

is as a measurement? 

Have students look at examples of the mental tests 

done by inspectors at Ellis Island.  They should 

try them in the time frame indicated in the 

directions.  (If you speak another language, you 

might consider giving them the directions for the 

test out loud in that language, to simulate how 
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they might feel as an immigrant trying to do the 

test without understanding English.)   

-Debrief with students after they experience the 

tests. Ask the students: How do these tests 

compare to the ones you came up with in your 

journal entry?  How accurately do you think these 

tests measure if someone is mentally sound?  

What was your experience like taking these tests? 
What were you thinking when the test was being 

given?   How did you feel when you learned that 

you passed/failed? What effect do you think these 

types of inspection/testing had on the immigrant? 

 

6)  Ask students to reflect on their understanding 

of the inspection process at Ellis Island and its 

effect on the immigrant.  Have students draw from 

oral histories, photographs, and other resources to 

create a dramatic performance that expresses the 

effect of these tests on the immigrant and their 

family. 
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Excerpt from 1909 Annual Report of the Surgeon General of the Public Health Service 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CATEGORY TOTAL 

AMOUNT 

AMOUNT FURTHER 

DEFINED 

Total number of immigrants inspected

    

 

 

733,367 

Cabin = 133,350 

Steerage= 599,917 

Number of Aliens certified for physical 

or mental defects 

 

9,121 

Suffering from 

“loathsome contagious or 

dangerous contagious” 

diseases = 1,286 

Number of immigrants admitted to 

NYC area hospitals 

 

8,321 

Admitted to Ellis Island 

Hospital = 6,186 

Number of immigrants admitted to 

NYC area hospitals who died in the 

hospitals 

 

167 

Men= 41 

Women= 10 

Boys=70 

Girls = 46 

Number deported  

218 

Number of those 

deported deemed insane 

= 98 
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Chalk Marks used by US 

Public Health Service 

Doctors on Ellis Island 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

X Suspected Mental 

Defect 

Circled X 
Definite signs of 

Mental Defect 

B Back 

C Conjunctivitis 

CT Trachoma 

E Eyes 

F Face 

FT Feet 

G Goiter 

H Heart 

K Hernia 

N Neck 

L Lameness 

P 
Physical and 

Lungs 

PG Pregnancy 

SC Scalp (Fungus) 

S Senility 
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