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Introduction
This is a simulation of the immigration process expe-

rienced by millions of people who came through Ellis
Island during its peak years. By playing the roles of
immigrants, students will have an opportunity to experi-
ence what was felt by those entering the United States.

The entry process for the Ellis Island Immigration
Station was similar to that for the Angel Island Immi-
gration Station. In practice, however, entry through Angel
Island was more difficult because the majority of those
who entered had a cultural background and skin color that
was different from that of the inspectors. To simplify the
material and ensure the students’ understanding of the
immigration process, we have selected Ellis Island for
this simulation model. After students have completed this
simulation, it will be easier to both compare and contrast
how other groups entered this country.

The simulation is divided into three parts:

•  in-class preparation (half a day);
•  the simulation workshop (half a day); and
•  debriefing (half a day).

The time the simulation can take will depend on the
time allotment for your class periods, the type of students
that you have and the degree to which the students practice
their roles prior to the workshop. We have selected the
timeline that has proven most efficient for the program.

Most of the materials needed for the workshop have
been included with this book. The other items are readily
available in most classrooms. Before the simulation
begins, all materials should be on hand.

Components
This book contains the following items:

•  a set of teacher directions;
•  a diagram of the immigration process;
•  a background essay on the immigration process

at Ellis Island;

•  key words for the simulation activity;
•  “welcome” in 24 languages;
•  forty-one role cards;
•  an immigrant character profile sheet;
•  a simulated passport master;
•  two family data sheets;
•  an immigration tag master;
•  one completed ship’s manifest;
•  a simulated foreign money master (11 countries

plus one blank);
•  a simulated American money master (eight 

denominations);
•  a 1910 currency exchange rate list;
•  a simulated railroad ticket master; and
•  a list of railroad destinations and ticket prices.

Other materials that will be needed include:

•  scissors;
•  chalk;
•  string for tags;
•  markers;
•  paper for signs;
•  a chalkboard or flip chart and markers; and
•  desks and chairs.

Objectives
1.  Recognize how interaction with others affects feel-

ings of self-esteem, self-confidence and self-worth.
2.  Demonstrate empathy with persons who have

experienced an immigration process.
3.  Trace the immigration process at Ellis Island dur-

ing the late 1800s and early 1900s.
4.  Analyze the immigration process and identify its

strengths and weaknesses.
5.  Compare and contrast the experiences of different

immigrants and identify the specific attributes and
characteristics of the immigrants and their families.

6.  Compare and contrast the immigration and migra-
tion of various ethnic groups in the United States.

A Simulation of the Ellis Island Immigration Process
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Preparation
Before conducting the simulation, carefully read the

other books in this program on the background of ethnic
and/or cultural groups that did not arrive through Ellis
Island. This is essential because it will place those
groups’ experiences in perspective with regard to the
Europeans’ entry into the United States. Make sure that
the adult volunteers have been briefed on their roles. It is
advisable to meet with them separately prior to doing the
simulation the first time to make sure they fully under-
stand both their roles and the scope of the program.

Make sure all costumes have been collected to sup-
plement those that the students bring. In some cases, a
student will be unable to find his or her own costume or
will select an inappropriate one. Having additional gar-
ments on hand will simplify what could become an awk-
ward situation. Make sure that the robes for the
volunteers are available in all sizes. You want them to
look as authentic and imposing as possible.

Using the duplicating facility in your school, make as
many copies of the components—the money, tags, rail-
road tickets, etc.—as needed. You may even want to
duplicate additional copies of the background essay,
“The Ellis Island Immigration Process,” and the diagram
of the process for your students (and their parents) to
read prior to the simulation.

If the class has not been studying immigration, use
some of the background material provided to give them
information not only on Ellis Island but also on the pro-
cess and how immigration affected the United States.
The following questions may be useful in stimulating
discussion.

1.  What were Ellis Island and Angel Island?
2.  Why were they important?
3.  Why did immigrants want to come to America?
4.  Why did they reconstruct Ellis Island and not the

Angel Island Immigration Station?
5.  Why did the process at both locations need to be

carefully organized?
6.  Why might this process have been difficult for the

immigrants?
7.  How do you think the immigrants felt as they

went through this process?
8.  In what ways is this process different from that

experienced by Mexican Americans, Puerto Rican
Americans and African Americans?

9.  In what ways are the processes of immigration
and migration the same?

Showing related slides and photographs from the
Americans All® collection is a good introduction to the
simulation. Pass out the participant role cards to the stu-

dents. Continue by explaining their costuming, preparing
their passports, collecting items for their “suitcases” for
the simulation, talking gibberish and preparing for their
specific roles. Students may want to find community
members of the same ethnic background as their selected
role or look for pictures of those immigrants in the
Americans All® Photograph Collection or your school
library. Impress on the students the need to keep to their
roles at all times. If the role card specifies that they have
a physical defect, cannot understand the language or
have lied on the manifest, then they should be sure that
these characteristics are part of what they display in the
simulation. Students who want to add more realism to
their role may embellish on what they have learned about
the luggage that immigrants carried with them during the
crossing. Even if they do not bring a bag, discuss with
them what items may have been brought by the travelers
on the long ocean journey. You may need to remind them
that radios and other common appliances were not avail-
able in those days. The most common material students
forget to exclude is plastic.

In conjunction with this, you may want to talk briefly
to the students about working on their own family trees
(the actual process will be more effective after the sim-
ulation has been completed). This process can involve
the parents directly, and you may want to duplicate
copies of the other Americans All® books for your stu-
dents to take home to their parents. This may help make
the simulation more meaningful for both students and
parents, especially those who do not have a direct
ancestral tie to Ellis Island.

Set up the room or specific off-school site to be used.
An off-site location works extremely well because the
simulation process begins when the students are removed
from their comfortable and familiar surroundings of the
classroom to an unknown location. And, because they are
traveling in costume, they can begin to feel a bit like
immigrants.

A sketch of how the room should be divided is shown
on page 9. Naturally, this will be modified according to
your own needs. If you have a staircase, you may want to
pretend that the students have landed by ferry at that
location. Have the tagger stationed there put the initial
tags on the students. Following this, the students can
ascend the stairs, watched by the doctor. If this is not a
possibility, the simulation can be done successfully
within the confines of a single classroom as shown.

The Simulation
Review the detailed diagram of the Ellis Island immi-

gration process on page 11.



The immigration room should be set up with the
appropriate signs and equipment:

• tags, marker and manifest for the tagger;
• chalk for the doctor;
• question list, manifest and chalk for the legal

inspector;
• money and exchange list for the exchange teller;
• railroad tickets and marker for the ticket seller; and
• a large American flag on the wall.

The simulation should begin with all members of the
immigration team (adults) in place. As the student immi-
grants enter the Ellis Island area, they should form a line
in front of the tagger. The tagger will check each immi-
grant’s name on the ship’s manifest; write a tag with the
name of the ship, the date and the person’s name on it;
and tie the tag on the immigrant’s clothing. The tagger
should also look at each immigrant’s passport and
change about one in four names. Any new names should
appear on the tag. Each immigrant then proceeds to the
waiting area.

At the waiting area, the immigrants each write a post-
card to someone at home telling about their experiences
on the ship or impressions of the trip.

From the waiting area, immigrants should go, a few at a
time, to the medical inspection. At the medical inspection,
the doctor should look for mental and physical defects and
for signs of disease, lice and eye infection. Immigrants
being detained or rejected should be marked with chalk on
their sleeve — “K” for contagious, “P” for further exami-
nation or “X” for rejection on mental and/or medical
grounds. Those awaiting further examination or those
rejected should go to the medical waiting area. Otherwise,
immigrants should go on to the legal examination.

At this station, the immigrants answer the questions
posed by the legal inspectors. After the inspectors have
compared the answers to the manifest to see if they are
the same, the immigrants who have passed continue to
the money exchange. The legal inspector should mark a
“K,” “P” or “X” on anyone he or she wants to expel.
Immigrants who are being detained for further inquiry
should be marked with a “D.” Both groups should enter
the detaining area.

Immigrants who passed the previous inspections
should change their money at the money exchange. The
money exchangers should not be generous. Also, the
teller should shortchange a few of the immigrants. After
changing money, the immigrants should advance to the

9

Layout of the simulation room
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* Detained for health reasons. When well, released back into process. If health problem is not corrected, sent back to country 
of origin.

** Those whose admission is questionable go to waiting area for review by Board of Special Inquiry. If they pass, they are released
back into process. If legal problem is not resolved, sent back to country of origin.

The Ellis Island Immigration Process
June F. Tyler



Assimilation—The process of being absorbed into the
cultural traditions of a population or group.
Bundle—A group of items rolled up together for conve-
nient handling.
Deportation—The removal from a country of an alien
whose presence is unlawful.
Emigration—The process of leaving one’s country for
residency elsewhere.
Immigration—The process of coming into a country of
which one is not a native for permanent residency.
Literacy Test—An examination of a person’s ability to
read or write.

Manifest—A list of passengers for a ship or plane.
Naturalization—The process in which a person
becomes a citizen of a particular country.
Passport—A document issued by an official of a coun-
try to a citizen, necessary for entrance into or exit from a
country.
Pluralism—A society in which members of diverse eth-
nic, racial, religious or social groups maintain an auton-
omous participation in developing their particular
culture.
Steerage—A section in a passenger ship for passengers
paying the lowest fares.

14

Key Words for the Simulation Activity

“Welcome” in Many Languages

Country or
Language Welcome

1. Armenian
(pah re yay gar)

2. Arabic (mar ha ban)
3. Bulgaria (zhdra tay)
4. Czechoslovakia Vitanie (vee tan nee)
5. Denmark Velkommen (vel comb en)
6. Holland Welkom (vel comb)
7. Finland Tervetuloa (tair veh too low a)
8. France Bienvenu (b’yehn vnew)
9. German Willkommen (vil koh men)

10. Greece
(kah loh soh ree sah tay)

11. Hebrew (sha lom)
12. Hungary Isten hozott (ee sten hoh zoht)
13. Italy Benvenuto (bayn vay noo toh)
14. Latvian Ludzun (lood zoon)

Country or
Language Welcome

15. Lithuanian Sveinkunu (svein kinu)
16. Norway Velkommen (vel koh men)
17. Poland Witaj (vee tie)
18. Portugal Ben vindo (behn vin doo)
19. Romania Bine ati venit 

(bee na ahts vay neet)
20. Russian

(dah braw pah zha lev ets)
21. Serbian Dobro dosli 

(daw braw dawsh lee)
22. Spain Bienvenido (b’yayn bay nee tho)
23. Sweden Valkommen (vale co men)
24. Turkey Hosgeldin (hoesh gel din)

Bold type indicates the accented syllable(s).



1 Peter Svenson 2nd Sweden Artist No

2 Olga Porkowski 2nd Poland Seamstress No

3 Katrina Parks 2nd Holland Teacher No

4 Gottlieb Felber 3rd Germany Weaver No

5 Wilhelm Felber 3rd Germany Spinner No

6 Anna Auspov 3rd Russia Clerk Relatives

7 Luigi Facio 3rd Italy Stonemason No

8 Maria Facio 3rd Italy Wife No

9 Sofia Facio 3rd Italy Child No

10 Helmut Kraft 2nd Germany Teacher Friends

11 Stasha Mikov 3rd Russia Farmer No

12 Sven Andersen 3rd Norway Farmer Church

13 Maria Tomasso 3rd Italy Weaver No

14 Elena Conta 3rd Italy Weaver No

15 Jean Boulé 3rd France Factory worker No

16 Marie Boulé 3rd France Wife No

17 Suzanne Boulé 3rd France Child No

18 Cazmir Stawski 3rd Poland Factory worker Uncle

19 André Michel 3rd France Spinner No

20 Anna Goldmann 3rd Germany Seamstress Husband

28

Ship’s Manifest: S. S. Rose

Number Passenger Class Country of Origin Occupation Assisted

Date ________________________________ Home Port: AmsterdamMay 21, 1910



Simulated Foreign Money
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