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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Social Studies Alive! Regions of Our Country,  Lesson 3, The Peopling of the 
United States. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month

Asian Americans—In Their Own Words

Lesson Overview

Analyze a poem carved on the wall of a detention center in California by an anonymous Chinese immigrant.

Teacher Prep

1. Print one copy per student of the student text section Asians Come to America.
2. Review the primary source before class.
3. Place students in mixed-ability groups of three for these activities.

Procedures

1. Read the student text section Asians Come to America.
2. Explain what primary sources are to students. Tell students that each source—like all primary sources—

shares one person’s perspective, but they may also give clues about a broader American experience. The goal 
of this selection is to engage students so that they want to ask additional questions and conduct research to 
learn more about the experiences of diverse groups throughout U.S. history.

3. Look at this photograph of barracks and Angel Island and ask students what they see.
4. Share this information about the image with students: Between 1910 and 1940, over 175,000 immigrants 

from China spent time on Angel Island in the middle of San Francisco Bay awaiting transfer to the mainland. 
Thousands were detained and interrogated at the barracks in a prison-like atmosphere for weeks, months, or 
years. Some carved poems in the soft wooden walls and left behind a record reflecting their fear, humiliation, 
and discomfort. Here is one such poem.

5. Listen to a reading of the primary source, “Poem 43,” or read aloud to the class:
Imprisoned in the wooden building day after day,
My freedom withheld; how can I bear to talk about it?
I look to see who is happy, but they only sit quietly.
I am anxious and depressed and cannot fall asleep.
The days are long and the pillow cold;
who can pity my loneliness?
After experiencing such loneliness and sorrow,
Why not just return home and learn to plow the fields?

6. Listen again with your eyes closed. What images do you see?
7. Record four images you “saw” in the primary source.
8. Discuss with your group: What does this primary source reveal to you about this group’s experience in the  

United States?

https://www.teachtci.com/
https://cdnproduction.teachtci.com/system/slide_images/85580/large/Wikimedia_Angel_Island_Immigration_Station_Dormitory_b_edit1.jpg?1594312722?1619447607371114
https://cdnproduction.teachtci.com/system/slide_sound_clips/887/original/TCI_L3_Audio_6_Carved_on_a_Wall_on_Angel_Island_VO_%28male%29.mp3?1605659381


Asians Come to America
People from Asia came to the United States 

for many different reasons. In 1848, after the 
discovery of gold in California, many Chinese 
immigrants traveled to the United States. Not all 
Americans welcomed the Chinese gold-seekers. 
But many admired how hard they worked. 

Other people from Asia came to the United 
States for work. As Americans moved west in the 
late 1800s, they had big dreams. They wanted 
railroads to cross the country. They wanted to 
build new farms and factories. But to make 
these dreams come true, Americans needed 
workers. So the word went out across Asia:  
send workers! 

Between 1850 and 1882, many Chinese came 
to the United States to work. Some saved their 
money and later returned to China. But others 
stayed in the United States for good.

Immigrants also came from Japan, Korea, 
Vietnam, and the Philippines. 
Some immigrants went to Hawaii 
to work in the sugar fields. Others 
worked on farms and in factories 
on the West Coast. One Japanese 
immigrant wrote this poem about 
going to the United States: 

Huge dreams of fortune

Go with me to foreign lands

Across the ocean.

Instead of finding fortune, 
however, most of the Asian 
immigrants found hard lives. 
They worked long hours for little 
pay. Their bosses often treated 
them roughly. Still, most of the 
immigrants stayed in their adopted 
land, as Asian Americans. 

Many people from China came to  
the United States to find gold. Some 
of these people chose to stay and  
live here.
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Asian Americans come from many 
different countries. Each group 
brings new things, like different kinds 
of food, to the United States.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2019 Data Profiles

*Percentages have been rounded and do not total 100 percent.
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