
Immigrants by the Numbers 
 

In this activity, students work with quantitative data (charts, graphs, and tables) from the 1910 census and the 1911 Dillingham Commission 

Report to understand the lives of immigrants in the Ellis Island era. After studying the data, you will write a narrative in the voice of an 

immigrant in 1910, incorporating the information gleaned. 

Essential Question: 
 What was the immigrant experience in the Ellis Island era?  

Instructions 
1. Step 1: Today you will be using graphs, charts, and tables to understand the lives of Ellis Island immigrants in the first 

decade of the 20th century. All of the information that you will be using is taken from the 1910 census and a special 

Congressional report called the Dillingham Commission compiled in 1911. At that time in U.S. history, the largest 

proportion of the population was either foreign-born or the children of foreign-born residents (about 1/3 total; by 

comparison, in 2010, about 23% were immigrants or children of immigrants).  

 Please locate "Immigrants by Nationality and Gender." You will need to access these via the class website 

for the color version.  Please note the color-coding of the charts (German=orange, Irish=green, etc.) We will 

read the description out loud and then discuss the following: 

o What information in conveyed in these charts?   

o What observations about this wave of immigration can you gain from this chart?  

o What were the biggest groups arriving?  

o Which groups had more men than women? More women than men?  

o What is new or surprising?   

2. Step 2: Next, you will learn more about the immigrants who arrived here.  Please locate "Immigrants' Connection to 

the United States" and "Money Shown on Admission to the United States."  We will examine charts together and 

discuss the following: 

o What information do these charts convey?  

o What is surprising or new information from these charts? What other observations can you make?  

o What do these charts convey about the challenges and opportunities for Ellis Island immigrants?  

Please locate the “Immigrant Household Relationships by Gender and Ethnicity" – we will discuss: 

o What information do these charts convey?  

o What is new or surprising? Other observations? 

o How does work and family account for the differences between different ethnic groups and genders? (Polish 

and Italian men arrived by themselves and thus were more likely to live as boarders; Jews tended to migrate as 

families and so did not live as boarders; Irish women were much more likely to live as servants in someone 

else's home; etc.) 

3. Step 3: Next, you will look at the types of jobs immigrants worked. Please locate "Chart of First Generation of 

Male/Female Immigrant Occupations." We will discuss: 

o What kind of information is being conveyed in these charts?  

o What is new or surprising information from these charts? Other observations? 

o KEY IDEA: Many immigrant women did not work; this chart only measures the occupations of working 

women. 

o KEY IDEA: Workers in the 1910 census were anyone ages 10 and older. How would this be different today?   

o What factors might have accounted for such stark concentration among certain groups in certain industries?   



4. Step 4: Finally, you will look at educational attainment. Please locate "Comparison of School Enrollment..."; 

Discuss: 

o Who was most likely to attend school? Who was least likely? 

o How does immigrant educational attainment compare to native-born white Americans? 

o What factors might account for these differences?  

5. Step 5: Now you will synthesize this data. 

 Please locate the “Immigrants by the Numbers Situation" sheet. Read through the directions together. I will 

randomly pass out immigrant identity cards to each of you and you are write a narrative in the voice of your 

character based on the information gleaned from the charts. When finished, if time allows, we will share 

narratives.  

  



 

 

 

  



 

 

 

  



 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

  



 

 

 



 

 

  



 

 

  



 

 



Immigrants By the Numbers 

 

The Situation 

Millions of immigrants arrived through Ellis Island between 1900 and 1910. Fortunately 
for later historians, social scientists and government officials collected lots of data about 
who these immigrants were and aspects of their daily lives. From this data we know 
that although they all started out in the same place—Ellis Island, New York City—what 
happened to immigrants after Ellis Island was not the same. Immigrant experience 
differed greatly depending on the age, gender, and national origin of each person. 
 

The Immigrants (place a check next to your character) 
___ German man, 35 years old  
___ Irish woman, 38 years old 

___ Italian man, 40 years old  
___ Polish boy, 17 years old 

___ Jewish girl, 16 years old 

___ Polish woman, 25 years old 

 

The Sources (place a check next to the sources you are using)  
___ Immigrants by Nationality and Gender, 1899-1910 

___ Immigrants’ Connections in the United States, 1908  
___ Money Shown by Immigrants on Admission to the United States, 1905-1909 

___ Immigrant Household Relationships by Gender and Ethnicity, 1910 

___ Chart of First Generation Immigrant Men’s Occupations, 1900  
___ Chart of First Generation Immigrant Women’s Occupations, 1900 
___ Comparison of School Enrollment by Age, Gender, and Immigrant Groups, 1910 

 

The Task  
Read through the charts, tables, and graphs carefully. Use the data to write a personal 
narrative in the voice of your immigrant character about what life for you is like in the 
United States in 1910. Be sure to include:  

 Where you are from 
 Who you came with (if anyone) 
 Who (if anyone) you met when you arrived 
 Your education 
 Your occupation (if you have one) 
 Your living situation (who you live with, details about their lives) 
 Challenges and opportunities of your life in the United States 



 

Immigrant Character: Age:__________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________  
____________________________________________________________ 
 


