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PURPOSE 

During this re-creation of the congressional debate over 
immigration and the quota system of the 1920s, students 
involve themselves in the decision and problem-solving 
process experienced by members of Congress during that 
historical era. The Pro and Con factions meet in a debate 
which affected the very make-up of the American nation. 
In the middle ground between these two powerful points 
of view stand the Undecided faction members who seek 
compromise. As your students become involved in these 
viewpoints, they will specifically experience the following:

Knowledge
1.	 Learning that both sides had strong convictions about 

whether or not immigration should be restricted during 
the 1920s.

2.	 Solving a problem is difficult when two strong viewpoints 
are in conflict.

3.	 Understanding that the decision to enact legislation limit-
ing the immigrant flow into the U.S. was not made swiftly; 
it was made only after a long democratic process had 
taken place.

4.	 Realizing that the growth of a nation is a timely process 
characterized by continual conflict and challenge.

Attitudes
1.	 Recognizing that the democratic alternatives can be used 

to legislate a solution to a national problem.
2.	 Creating an awareness of the vast scope of “the immigra-

tion problem” and the various alternatives that could be 
tried as solutions.

3.	 Developing a spirit of cooperation in order to reach 
compromise and to make a decision for the whole 
country’s welfare.

Skills
1.	 Using various types of information and contrary points 

of view.
2.	 Working effectively with others in planning, executing, 

and evaluating a group activity.
3.	 Making individual and small group decisions.
4.	 Organizing and presenting information clearly and 

accurately.
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OVERVIEW

Interact's re-creations 
take only a few hours
of class time.

Four class periods—or days—are needed for this re-creation 
of the debate over the quota system.

Day 1
In the first hour students are given background information 
concerning events of this historical period. Students are 
divided into three congressional factions: Pro, Con, and 
Undecided. With the aid of general and specific information 
provided, these factions meet and assign specific arguments 
for various members to present during the second hour. An 
overnight assignment is provided.

Days 2-3
During the second and third hours the classroom is divided 
with the three factions seated to the left, right, and center of 
the chairperson. (You will likely be the chairperson.) Faction 
members speak alternately for, against, and undecided (the 
latter asking questions). After the debate has concluded, a 
vote is taken. An overnight assignment is provided.

Day 4
The class is again divided in the final hour for debriefing/
testing. Emphasis is placed on the contemporary relevance 
of immigration issues.
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SETUP DIRECTIONS 

1.	 Decision about time  This re-creation was written to 
function within four class periods—one for the prepara-
tion, two for the recreation, and one for the debriefing. 
However, after carefully studying the Student Guide pages 
and the various Teacher Guide handouts, you may want 
to alter it significantly because of your students’ abilities, 
the materials on hand, and the time pressures you feel.

2.	 Handouts  See note at left the first time you use this re-
creation. For subsequent classes, duplicate the number 
in parentheses, using the masters in this Teacher Guide.
•	 PRO LEADER (one: one page)
•	 PRO ARGUMENT: Issue 1 (one: one page)
•	 PRO ARGUMENT: Issue 2 (one: one page)
•	 PRO ARGUMENT: Issue 3 (one: one page)
•	 PRO ARGUMENT: Issue 4 (one: one page)
•	 CON LEADER (one: one page)
•	 CON ARGUMENT: Issue 1 (one: one page)
•	 CON ARGUMENT: Issue 2 (one: one page)
•	 CON ARGUMENT: Issue 3 (one: one page)
•	 CON ARGUMENT: Issue 4 (one: one page)
•	 UNDECIDED LEADER (one: one page)
•	 UNDECIDED QUESTIONS (one: two pages, cut apart 

for four questioners)
Optional:
*	 PRE-TEST (class set: one page)
*	 POST-TEST (class set: one page) 

3.	 Grouping  Decide if you wish to assign students to groups 
or allow students to group themselves. Divide the class into 
one-third Pro, one-third Con, and one-third Undecided.

4.	 Chairperson  As the teacher you may wish to assume the 
role of chairperson of the Congress to keep the Congress 
organized and the ideas flowing. However, you may wish 
to give a capable, experienced student this role.

	 Note: You will not 
need to duplicate the 
bulleted items the 
first time you use this 
re-creation, for Interact 
has provided different 
colored handouts for 
students playing these 
roles. If you choose 
to give the optional 
PRE-TEST and POST-
TEST you will have to 
duplicate them. All 
other items necessary 
for the re-creation are 
in the Student Guide.

You will likely wish to 
divide the students so 
that each of the three 
groups has an equal 
number of capable 
students—particularly in 
their ability to speak.
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DAILY TEACHING DIRECTIONS - 1

Con   

Pro

Undecided 

Calvin
Coolidge

Henry
Cabot Lodge

Will Rogers

You will want to 
give all factions 
special places 
in the classroom 
where they 
regularly meet. 

Before Day 1
Be sure you have thoroughly examined the Teacher Guide, 
the Student Guide, and the various handouts.

Day 1
1.	 Pass out the Student Guides. Read aloud to your students 

the Purpose section on page 1. It is vital for you to establish 
interest in this period of history and the re-creation 
students are about to enter. You can do this in one of 
several ways: a) a lecture reinforced by the reading of 
the Background Essay in the Student Guide; b) an audio-
visual presentation (filmstrip, movie, or video tape); or c) 
completion of the PRE-TEST on page 21 in this Teacher 
Guide; or d) any combination of the above. (If you use 
it, here are answers to the PRE-TEST: 1. 0, 2. 0, 3. 0, 4. 
0, 5. +, 6. 0, 7. +, 8. +, 9. +,10. 0, 11. 0, 12. +, 13. +, 14. +, 
15. 0.)

2.	 Have students read the Background Essay in the Student 
Guide. This will give each student the same background 
information to begin the re-creation. As an overnight 
assignment, have students answer the questions pro-
vided in the Student Guide concerning the information 
presented in the Background Essay. Refer them to the 
Procedure section on page 4 of the Student Guide, under 
Day 1, Assignment.

3.	 Divide the class into three factions. Divide the students 
yourself or allow them to divide themselves.

Also assign your 
students to read 
the chapter(s) in 
their textbook 
covering immigration 
controversies from 
the 1880s into the 
1920s...
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DAILY TEACHING DIRECTIONS - 2

Encourage your 
students to practice 
giving their speeches 
and asking their 
questions—aloud! 
Above all, insure that 
they do not simply 
read their material 
from the handouts 
you have given them.

4.	 Give each faction the handouts you duplicated for these 
students. Be certain that each faction receives only the 
handout written for its point of view. Students may refer 
to the Arguments Outline: Pro and Con on page 7 in their 
Student Guides for an overview of all sides. Encourage this.

5.	 Allow students to meet in their factions to assign specific 
arguments/questions to present during the second and 
third hours. (Each student will present an argument, a spe-
cific detail, or question.) Have each group elect a faction 
leader to keep all the members on task and to role-play a 
powerful leader of the faction. Encourage other students to 
role-play other members of their faction. Names/quotes by 
famous persons included in the handouts should encour-
age such role-playing.

Days 2-3
1.	 You should likely assume the role of chairperson of the 

Congress. This will put you in the role of controlling the 
flow of arguments on all sides. You will fulfill the same role 
that the faction leader does in the three factions.

2.	 Arrange students by factions facing the chairperson. Place 
the Undecided in the center between the other factions.

3.	 On the first issue have the Pro speaker(s) speak first, the 
Con speaker(s) second, the Undecided questioner(s) third. 
It is important to keep things moving. Tell speakers to use 
about one minute for the argument, about one minute for 
the quotation when he/she either becomes the historical 
identity or quotes that person because he is absent.

		  Example: The first Pro member stands and speaks to 
the first issue, summarizing the argument provided in the 
faction’s handout. This summary should last about one 
minute. Next, this same student (or a second Pro member) 
reads aloud Rep. Carl Vinson’s own words and reaction 
to the ideas in Issue 1. This should take about one more 
minute. The Pro member then may make a brief closing 
remark and invite a Con response. The total time the first 
speaker(s) speaks should be kept to about two minutes. 
Then the first Con member stands. This speaker(s) speaks 
for about two minutes, using the arguments and quote 
found in the faction’s handout. Lastly, the Undecided 
questioner(s) questions both the Pro and Con speakers on 
Issue 1. This question/answer process should last about 
two minutes. The chairperson will then move the Congress 
on to the next issue, following the suggested sequence.

4.	 At the end of the debate, allow the two opposing factions’ 
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DAILY TEACHING DIRECTIONS - 3

leaders time to make statements summarizing their fac-
tions’ key points.

5.	 As chairperson, say that you are going to call the role of 
the delegates to vote for or against the Quota System. 
Remind students that they are not committed to vote for 
their faction. They may use their free choice to vote for or 
against based on the arguments presented. As chairper-
son, you may also be a voting member of the Congress.

6.	 Be sure that after the vote you explain to your students 
how legislation in the 1920s did set up a Quota System 
that restricted the number of immigrants—particularly 
those who were not from the old immigrants’ countries 
in northern and western Europe. Before the re-creation 
ends, you should also have your students read America’s 
current immigration policy, if it is discussed in your text-
book. If it is not, you should explain it to your students.

7.	 Finally, give students an overnight assignment such as 
that found in the Student Guide. Note: If you plan to give 
students the POST-TEST, refer them to the Testing sec-
tion on page 8 in their Student Guides.

Final Day
1.	 Optional: Pass out the POST-TEST and have students 

complete the objective part of the exam and/or the essay 
questions. (Key to Part 1: 1. 0, 2. +, 3.0, 4. +, 5. +, 6. +, 
7.0, 8. 0, 9. +, 10. +.)

2.	 If you plan to do the Debriefing activity, have students 
turn to the Debriefing section on page 8 in their Student 
Guides. The situation and instructions are clearly provided 
for the students. Be sure you are familiar with the situa-
tion before you present it to the students. The debriefing 
situation is a modern re-creation of a similar problem 
involving three factions: Pro, Con, and Undecided. Allow 
students to meet in groups and develop arguments pro 
and con on the situation. The Undecided faction must 
generate questions to ask each side. Allow students about 
one-half the period to prepare their arguments. Appoint 
a spokesperson for each side to present the arguments 
to the large group and other students to participate in a 
debate until it is time to take a vote. Allow enough time to 
answer the discussion questions provided in the Student 
Guide. If you run out of time, you may give these ques-
tions as an overnight assignment.

3.	 You may wish to do the Debriefing activity during one 
class period and the POST-TEST on the next day.
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Introduction
You, Calvin Coolidge, lead the Pro faction. You are committed to 
passing legislation that would limit the number of immigrants entering 
the United States each year. Unrestricted immigration into our coun-
try can no longer be tolerated. Specific quotas must determine the 
exact numbers of immigrants who can enter the U.S. from particular 
countries. Immigrants from northwestern Europe, the old immigrants, 
will have higher quotas. On the other hand, the new immigrants from 
southern and eastern Europe must be restricted more because they 
so often lack the proper traits and customs to merge successfully 
into the mainstream of American life. Consequently, their numbers 
will be carefully regulated.

Instructions
1.	 Your faction has met and has selected you as the person most 

qualified to lead your faction.
2.	 Carefully explain the following responsibilities to your faction 

members. Lead your group so that all members live up to their 
responsibilities.
a.	 You must convince the Undecided faction of Congress that 

they should vote for the Quota Act to help keep America more 
“American.”

b.	 Present the best arguments you can to advance our point 
of view.

c.	 While preparing to speak, consider the argument, concerns, 
and the reinforcing quote.

d.	 You will have approximately two minutes to speak. Use your first 
minute to present your argument and concerns, your second 
minute to reinforce the concerns by reading the quote provided.

e.	 Note well: When you read the quote, you are not role-playing 
the individual whom you are quoting—unless he was a member 
of Congress at that time. If he was not in Congress, explain 
that you are quoting this person to reinforce your argument. In 
either case, whether you are the person being quoted or are 
only quoting him, point out the person’s name/background 
before presenting the quote.

f. 	 You will be questioned by a member of the Undecided faction. 
Answer this individual as clearly and forcefully as you can, for 
members of this faction represent the swing vote. We must win 
them over to our position in order to win this crucial debate.

g.	 Note well: This issue we will be debating was one that disturbed 
thinking Americans during the 1920s. Therefore, as you pres-
ent your arguments or answer questions, don’t speak blandly. 
Instead speak passionately!

Thank your group's 
members for choosing 
you to be their leader.

And now, having been 
chosen leader, lead!

Look everyone in the 
eye and speak slowly 
as you present 2a 
through 2g.

To check for 
understanding, ask 
questions about 
2a through 2g so 
that your members 
demonstrate that they 
understand specific 
responsibilities.

PRO LEADER
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Instructions
1.	 Study the concerns below carefully enough so that you can paraphrase them into your own words.
2.	 On note cards (3" x 5" or 4" x 6") or one-half page note sheets copy each of the concerns in your own 

words. Feel free to add some other historical details to strengthen your argument.
3.	 You will have one minute to present these concerns from your own note cards or note sheet.
4.	 In your second minute you are to read all or part of the quote below. (If two of you are working together, 

the second person should present this quote.)
5.	 Speak enthusiastically.
6.	 If you wish to do so, dress like a person living in the American colonies in the 1770s.

Pro argument to Issue 1: There is ample justification for a quota system.

Concerns
1.	 New immigrants are flooding into our nation in alarming numbers. They come by the 

thousands from such countries as Italy, Russia, Poland, and other areas of southern and 
eastern Europe. Such persons are quite different from the old immigrants who make up 
the core of our nation today. This “difference” is a threat to our very future existence unless 
the number of new immigrants can be controlled. Why, they threaten to bury our traditional 
American values under alien ways!

2.	 The old immigrants from northern and western Europe (England, Germany, France, Holland, 
and Scandinavia) were similar people, many of the same Aryan race. They had similar 
customs and beliefs. They were largely God-fearing Protestants with the Puritan ethic. 
They worked hard. But these new immigrants are a hodgepodge of different customs and 
beliefs. They simply cannot be easily integrated into our existing American way of life. 
Therefore, their numbers must be limited.

3.	 These new immigrants do not merge into our culture. Rather they join it as a separate 
people, retaining their own customs and traits. They keep speaking their foreign languages 
and playing their foreign music. They continue eating their foreign foods. They retain their 
foreign costumes. We simply won’t be able to Americanize this horde of strange, alien 
foreigners. They should stay in their own countries.

Quote  Rep. Carl Vinson of Georgia, a member of the House of Representatives: “Those favoring 
unrestricted immigration are wont to hearken back to the days of the discovery, colonization, 
and settlement of our country. In respect of this argument I want to be thoroughly understood. 
Were the immigrants now flooding our shores possessed of the same traits, characteristics, 
and blood of our forefathers, I would have no concern upon this problem confronting us, 
because, in the main, they belonged to the same branch of the Aryan race. Americans and their 
forebears—the English, Irish, Scotch, and Welsh—are the same people .... These ancestors 
of the real American people were related one to the other and possessed, to a large degree, 
similar tastes, traits, and characteristics. And in the amalgamation of these people and their 
transition into Americans we find the persons who created and now maintain the greatest 
nation on the globe. But it is the new immigrant who must be restricted from emi-grating into 
this country. The persons affected by this bill are those from Italy, Greece, Russia, Poland, 
Bulgaria, Armenia, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and Turkey. I respectfully submit, with all the 
power within me, that the people from these countries do not yield their national character-
istics; (instead, they) retain them practically unimpaired by contact with others.”

PRO ARGUMENT: Issue 1
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Pro argument to Issue 2: These new immigrants cannot be Americanized.

Concerns
1.	 These new immigrants find it extremely difficult to suddenly become American citizens. 

They don’t really try to blend into our American ways. They herd together like animals in 
hovels inside the large cities. In dirty tenements they refuse to let go of the “old ways” 
they remember from the old country. Why most of the parents don’t even know English. 
They simply keep speaking their foreign languages. They don’t really want to change into 
true Americans.

2.	 Too many of these new immigrants are inferior persons. They not only don’t speak and 
write English, thousands of them cannot even write in their own language. They are illiterate; 
they are lazy; and they are poor. And they want to live as Americans who value learning, 
hard work, and wealth! These new immigrants are simply inferior to the old immigrants.

3.	 Too many of these new immigrants are wedded to the past. Instead of being Protestants 
who believe in hard work, they are Jews and Roman Catholics holding onto their super-
stitions and a past way of life. Too many of these new immigrants also embrace political 
ideas like communism and anarchism. Such foreign political beliefs have no place to grow 
in America. Keep them weeded out!

Quote  President Calvin Coolidge, from one of his speeches to Congress during the 1920s: 
“American institutions rest solely on good citizenship. They were created by people who had 
a background of self-government. New arrivals should be limited to our capacity to absorb 
them into the ranks of good citizenship. America must be kept American. For this purpose 
it is necessary to continue a policy of restricted immigration. It would be well to make such 
immigration of a selective nature with some inspection at the source. This method would insure 
the admission of those with the largest capacity and best intention of becoming citizens. I 
am convinced that our present economic and social conditions warrant a limitation of those 
to be admitted. We should find additional safety in a law requiring the immediate registration 
of all aliens. Those who do not want to be partakers of the American spirit ought not to settle 
in America.”

PRO ARGUMENT: Issue 2
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Instructions
1.	 Study the concerns below carefully enough so that you can paraphrase them into your own words.
2.	 On note cards (3" x 5" or 4" x 6") or one-half page note sheets copy each of the concerns in your own 

words. Feel free to add some other historical details to strengthen your argument.
3.	 You will have one minute to present these concerns from your own note cards or note sheet.
4.	 In your second minute you are to read all or part of the quote below. (If two of you are working together, 

the second person should present this quote.)
5.	 Speak enthusiastically.
6.	 If you wish to do so, dress like a person living in the American colonies in the 1770s.

Pro argument to Issue 3: An influx of more immigrants
would be bad for the American economy.

Concerns
1.	 Because the frontier has been “closed” since the 1890s, no more free or cheap land is available 

for these new immigrants. Yet even though America has enough farmers, these new immigrants 
come here, many without sufficient funds to purchase land or even to look after their families.

2.	 So many of these new immigrants are naive. Some even get sold the Brooklyn Bridge as soon as 
they step off the boat. They are so gullible that they believe anything. Then they sense reality, get 
discouraged, and want to return home after finding it difficult to become a part of the American 
way of life. They should stay home. We don’t need any more “greenhorns.”

3.	 Those new immigrants who decide to stay are scavengers. They will work for dreadfully low wages. 
Thus, they take jobs away from native American workers. America already has a sufficient labor 
force. When the native labor force must compete with a class of people willing to work at a level 
below the accepted standard of living, terrible conflicts inevitably happen.

Quote  From a diary entry of an unidentified woman immigrant: “I thought surely Paradise could not 
be more wonderful. I had at last reached my ‘Mecca’ .... My first undertaking was to attempt to secure 
a position, as after my father’s death the revolutionists had left us practically penniless. For weeks I 
went from door to door of the business houses, but to no avail, because I could not speak English. 
I enrolled in an evening school and soon had a fair command of practical English. However, by this 
time my dream country was beginning to hold less charm for me. All about me I could see trouble 
and disappointment on the faces of my fellow countrymen.
	 “Then one day, being greatly discouraged. I went into a dirty restaurant and asked for a position. 
I had not the least idea what I could do in a restaurant, as I had never had such a position in all my 
life. But to my astonishment the manager, who was of the better class, employed me as a cashier. I 
worked at this for two months and then gave up the position to marry my manager.
	 “Being a more or less successful business man, he had accumulated a considerable bank account. 
My hopes were now for a home, a comfortable home like my father’s had been. So we set out to buy 
a place in a nice, clean, residential district. We were turned down on every side because we were not 
Americans. As a free, unbiased country my dream land began to fade in the background, and all I 
could realize was that I was a foreigner. We tried other sections, but always the same obstacle arose 
.... I was aware that my ideal was nothing more than an illusion.
	 “My husband, a very kind man, has business interests here, and does not wish to leave. But I am 
entirely isolated from all that interests me. I have no friends, as I live in a neighborhood of Armenians 
and Russians who cannot speak English and we have little in common. Mr. L. and I are American 
citizens, but in name only, as there are many rights that we cannot share. I do not like America, and 
I hope some day to return to the land of my birth—the land I really love.”

PRO ARGUMENT: Issue 3
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Pro argument to Issue 4: The new immigrants
would cause untold social problems.

Concerns
1.	 The new immigrants bring with them customs and habits so unlike those of native Americans 

that social conflicts abound. Because of their different ways of eating, dressing, speaking, 
worshipping, and other random, strange behaviors, other Americans resent them. “Why 
won’t they forsake such foreign behaviors?” the old Americans ask. But the new immi-
grants won’t change. They are thus becoming social outcasts in a society they say they 
want to join.

2.	 These new immigrants flood into our cities and bring with themselves little or no education. 
Since they speak almost no English, they cause a mass of problems from the moment 
they arrive. How can we communicate with them? Unsavory characters take advantage of 
them. When they go to school, they put an undo strain on our educational system, which 
is finding it difficult to integrate them into our English-speaking nation. Are we supposed 
to teach them in all their own languages within our English-speaking schools?

3.	 Most new immigrants arrive poor and settle in large, already overcrowded cities with per-
sons of their own nationalities. Thus, they create ghettos which are breeding places for 
disease and crime. Since these new arrivals are not eager to learn American ways, their very 
presence causes untold hardships on otherwise prosperous cities. They would do us all a 
favor if they would stay home and stop flooding across the ocean with all their problems.

Quote  Lothrop Stoddard, a contemporary writer on social and political problems. “As the 
years pass, the supreme importance of heredity and the supreme value of superior immigrant 
stocks will sink into our being .... (People will) realize that the quality of the population is the 
source of all their prosperity, progress, security, and even existence (and that) racial decline 
spells material impoverishment and decay .... We must reform social abuses that are killing 
out the fittest strains .... Even within the white world, migrations of lower human types (new 
immigrants) like those who have worked such havoc in the U.S. must be rigorously curtailed. 
Such migrations upset standards, sterilize better stocks (old immigrants), increase low types, 
and compromise national futures more than wars or revolutions ....”

PRO ARGUMENT: Issue 4
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Introduction
You are Will Rogers, the leader of the Con faction that is striving to 
defeat legislation that would limit the number of immigrants entering 
the United States each year. You not only oppose specific quotas being 
set up to limit numbers of immigrants who could enter the U.S., you 
still favor unrestricted immigration. No person should be kept out of 
the U.S. simply because he or she is a new immigrant. The American 
ideal is a melting pot. Our nation blends persons from all over the 
world. Our strength flows from our variety. Therefore, regulating the 
numbers of immigrants entering our shores is a step backward.

Instructions
1.	 Your faction has met and has selected you as the person most 

qualified to lead your faction.
2.	 Carefully explain the following responsibilities to your faction 

members. Lead your group so that all members live up to their 
responsibilities.
a.	 You must convince the Undecided faction of Congress that 

they should vote against the quota system legislation. 
b.	 Present the best arguments you can to advance our point of 

view.
c.	 While preparing to speak, consider the argument, concerns, 

and the reinforcing quote.
d.	 You will have approximately two minutes to speak. Use your first 

minute to present your argument and concerns, your second 
minute to reinforce the concerns by reading the quote provided.

e.	 Note well: When you read the quote, you are not role-playing 
the individual whom you are quoting—unless he was a member 
of Congress at that time. If he was not in Congress, explain 
that you are quoting this person to reinforce your argument. In 
either case, whether you are the person being quoted or are 
only quoting him, point out the person’s name/background 
before presenting the quote.

f. 	 You will be questioned by a member of the Undecided faction. 
Answer this individual as clearly and forcefully as you can, for 
members of this faction represent the swing vote. We must win 
them over to our position in order to win this crucial debate.

g.	 Note well: This issue we will be debating was one that disturbed 
thinking Americans during the 1920s. Therefore, as you pres-
ent your arguments or answer questions, don’t speak blandly. 
Instead speak passionately!

	

Thank your group's 
members for choosing 
you to be their leader.

And now, having been 
chosen leader, lead!

Look everyone in the 
eye and speak slowly 
as you present 2a 
through 2g.

To check for 
understanding, ask 
questions about 
2a through 2g so 
that your members 
demonstrate that they 
understand specific 
responsibilities.

CON LEADER



Instructions
1.	 Study the concerns below carefully enough so that you can paraphrase them into your own words.
2.	 On note cards (3" x 5" or 4" x 6") or one-half page note sheets copy each of the concerns in your own 

words. Feel free to add some other historical details to strengthen your argument.
3.	 You will have one minute to present these concerns from your own note cards or note sheet.
4.	 In your second minute you are to read all or part of the quote below. (If two of you are working together, 

the second person should present this quote.)
5.	 Speak enthusiastically.
6.	 If you wish to do so, dress like a person living in the American colonies in the 1770s.
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Con argument to Issue 1: There is not ample justification for a quota system.

Concerns
1.	 We must always remember: “We are a nation of immigrants.” America is a wonderful 

blend of cultures from throughout the world. Adding new immigrants from southern and 
eastern Europe can only strengthen our country. The fact that they are “different” is not 
a threat to our nation; it is an overwhelming plus. Americans should pride themselves on 
our cultural variety.

2.	 The first colonists to our shores were a mixture of various cultures and beliefs. Over a period 
of time, these differences blended into a sameness, a uniqueness that thrives today. It is 
not the new immigrants’ external “differences” with which we should be concerned with. 
Rather we must concentrate on their internal similarity: they are all spiritually dedicated to 
the idea of becoming Americans. How dare we put quota numbers on this kind of spirit 
and willingness!

3.	 How little knowledge of history have persons favoring a quota system. They forget that all 
immigrants to America gradually become Americans. Those who were English, German, 
and Irish gradually blended in, no longer thinking of themselves as English, German, or 
Irish. In time they all thought like Americans, felt like Americans, and were Americans. The 
same process will be repeated by the new immigrants. Let’s simply be wise: It takes time 
to become an American.

Quote  Franz Boas, a noted anthropologist who holds in contempt the concept that race and 
origin should be used to classify human beings: “... the social prejudice in America is not dif-
ficult to understand ... (it) is founded essentially on the tendency of the human mind to merge 
the individual into the class to which he belongs and to ascribe to him all the characteristics 
of his class. It does not even require a marked difference in type, such as we find when we 
compare Negro and White, to provoke the spirit that prevents us from recognizing individuals 
and compels us to see only representatives of a class endowed with imaginary qualities that 
we ascribe to the group as a whole .... According to our modern standards, justice should be 
given to the individual ... it should not be meted out to him as to a representative of his class 
.... We may, perhaps, expect that an increasing number of strong minds will free themselves 
of prejudice and see in every person a great potential to improve ....”

CON ARGUMENT: Issue 1
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Instructions
1.	 Study the concerns below carefully enough so that you can paraphrase them into your own words.
2.	 On note cards (3" x 5" or 4" x 6") or one-half page note sheets copy each of the concerns in your own 

words. Feel free to add some other historical details to strengthen your argument.
3.	 You will have one minute to present these concerns from your own note cards or note sheet.
4.	 In your second minute you are to read all or part of the quote below. (If two of you are working together, 

the second person should present this quote.)
5.	 Speak enthusiastically.
6.	 If you wish to do so, dress like a person living in the American colonies in the 1770s.

Con argument to Issue 2: These new immigrants can be Americanized.

Concerns
1.	 The very reason immigrants come to America is to escape the past. They want to start over 

in our country. Of course, no person can wipe out his or her cultural heritage. Naturally 
they flock together at first. As time passes, however, they become pathetically eager to 
no longer be “greenhorns.” They happily become Americans. Why? Because there’s so 
much more opportunity to improve their lives here than there was in the country they will-
ingly left.

2.	 Many new immigrants are forced to live among themselves when they first arrive. The 
barrier of language makes such close living necessary. But once families’ children are in 
school and the parents start working, assimilation takes place, just as in the past with the 
old immigrants. Neither living close together nor having trouble with our language reflects 
a lack of commitment or ability to become Americanized.

3.	 Believers in a quota system stress that all new immigrants cling helplessly to the culture 
of the country they left. True, older immigrants find it difficult to lose their accents and 
certain cultural traits. Their children and their children’s children, on the other hand, easily 
merge into the American mainstream as they go to school and get jobs. Those who would 
seek to keep out new immigrants should never forget this: Though you yourself may not 
be immigrants, you are children of immigrants or children of immigrants’ children!

Quote  Will Rogers, the humorist and writer, speaks out against persons who to him seem 
bigoted on the immigration question. “You see, in America there was originally just one society 
(well, it was really two combined): It was the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution 
of the U.S. If you were here and belonged to that, why you was all members of the same club. 
You didn’t know whether you was 100 percent, or two and three-quarters, or what ratio or 
origin you was. You didn’t know whether you was a good citizen or a bad one. All you knew 
was that you belonged to this club called America, and all you had to do was work for it, fight 
for it, and act like a gentleman. That was all there was. As long as you did that, you could 
worship what you wanted to. In fact it looked like a pretty liberal layout. Then when the war 
come along, about all we could do was muster up five or six million men of every breed or 
color that had ever been invented. Now these poor fellows didn’t know whether they were 
‘100 percent Americans’ or ‘Better Citizens,’ or what. And we started them drilling so fast we 
didn’t have time to go through a line and find out.”

CON ARGUMENT: Issue 2



Instructions
1.	 Study the concerns below carefully enough so that you can paraphrase them into your own words.
2.	 On note cards (3" x 5" or 4" x 6") or one-half page note sheets copy each of the concerns in your own 

words. Feel free to add some other historical details to strengthen your argument.
3.	 You will have one minute to present these concerns from your own note cards or note sheet.
4.	 In your second minute you are to read all or part of the quote below. (If two of you are working together, 

the second person should present this quote.)
5.	 Speak enthusiastically.
6.	 If you wish to do so, dress like a person living in the American colonies in the 1770s.
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Con argument to Issue 3: An influx of immigrants
would not be bad for the American economy.

Concerns
1.	 We shouldn’t forget that many of these new immigrants were lured to America. Letters 

from relatives as well as publicity from railroad and steamship companies promised free or 
cheap land, “streets of gold,” and abundant jobs. They came here because they were poor 
and were seeking to escape their economic plight. They came in pursuit of a dream—as 
did our ancestors. They couldn’t help coming. They had to come.

2.	 These new immigrants enter the U.S. and face the same type of frustration that early set-
tlers faced when they arrived in California and expected to reach down into the streams 
and pick up golden nuggets. But these persons are resilient. Their toughness will help 
them succeed. Anyway we mustn’t forget that persons come here for more than economic 
reasons. They want the freedom to live their own lives. Someone said that “America is 
Europe with the walls down.” These immigrants deserve the same chance our ancestors 
had. Do you really want to wipe out “the American Dream”?

3.	 There will always be persons willing to work for a lower wage in order to feed their families. 
This economic fact is not unique to the new immigrants. And don’t forget that American 
industry and technology have doubled in 10 years. Therefore, there is no reason to assume 
such growth won’t continue in the next 10 years. These new immigrants provide the work 
force necessary for our rapidly growing economy.

Quote  W.L. George, a European visitor to America, offered random impressions of America 
in his book The American Scene. “Still, here is a favored land which, owing to its vast area, 
abundant land, and to economic wealth, can give a chance to every young man, and, if it 
chooses, to every young woman. All benefits have been poured out upon America, and America 
is using them. America is conscious of her good fortune, and that is why she can and should 
share it. This is a unique American impulse. I think this impulse, which is purely American, 
arises from a desire to humanize the apparently inhuman. American business, shrewd as it 
is, seems to have a heart; it wants to do for individual men the fair and generous thing. The 
whole trend of American civilization is toward stressing the human factor; indeed, the word 
‘human’ (in the sense of ‘friendly’) is used in no other part of the English-speaking countries 
.... The American wants trade and is willing to share an abundance of land and jobs .... If you 
will let him, he wants to like you. This combines with the old pioneer spirit into true hospitality 
.... I do believe that America still carries the pioneer habit of giving hospitality to all .... That is 
why the stranger finds America so delightful.”

CON ARGUMENT: Issue 3
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Instructions
1.	 Study the concerns below carefully enough so that you can paraphrase them into your own words.
2.	 On note cards (3" x 5" or 4" x 6") or one-half page note sheets copy each of the concerns in your own 

words. Feel free to add some other historical details to strengthen your argument.
3.	 You will have one minute to present these concerns from your own note cards or note sheet.
4.	 In your second minute you are to read all or part of the quote below. (If two of you are working together, 

the second person should present this quote.)
5.	 Speak enthusiastically.
6.	 If you wish to do so, dress like a person living in the American colonies in the 1770s.

Con argument to Issue 4: The new immigrants
would not cause untold social problems.

Concerns
1.	 Obviously the new immigrants bring with them customs and habits that are socially different than 

those of native Americans. But being different does not mean that a person is wrong or bad or 
unacceptable. The very social fabric of America itself is not a single culture. Rather it is an assimi-
lation of various cultures and societies from all over the world. In fact, America with all her ethnic 
groups and nationalities is like a wonderful mosaic made up of varied and beautiful stones. We 
need to work together, tolerating and accepting the differences. If we do, the total effect of the 
American mosaic will be better.

2.	 True, we have a noteworthy problem in the new immigrants’ need for education. Many are illiter-
ate, but not because they are ignorant. They didn’t have a chance to get educated before. Don’t 
think they are America’s only illiterates. There are as many illiterate native Americans as there are 
non-English speaking immigrants. But don’t think of having to educate these immigrants as a 
burden. Think of it instead as an opportunity. How many countries in the world give a free public 
education to their children and youth? We must educate these immigrants just as we must educate 
our native Americans. It’s the wise, humane thing to do!

3.	 We have slums in cities for reasons other than immigration. The ghetto sections of large American 
cities were already started by such native Americans as the rural poor whites, the blacks, and 
even the old immigrants. Disease and crime were already growing in the cities before the new 
immigrants arrived. We never have really tried to solve the slum problem in our cities. Blaming an 
already existing problem on new arrivals to our shores is hardly fair.

Quote  John J. Maloney, an educator who is aware of urban social problems and the plight of immi-
grants. “Social reform, improvement of the immigrant condition in relation to the society of Americans, 
the assimilation of the immigrant into the community—all these cannot be imposed from without. 
(They are) best handled when the immigrant becomes assimilated through his own efforts and through 
his own lively desire. The community should make social reform and ultimately American citizenship 
a goal to be prized and should facilitate in every way possible the process of acquiring it. This does 
not imply that the immigrant must give up his cherished spiritual heritages. His language, his religion, 
and his social customs he may retain and yet become a good American. This should be a process 
of giving, not taking away....
	 “Five things are necessary to make effective the great Americanization movement that is sweep-
ing the country today: a. the vital interest and support of the public; b. authoritative leadership; c. an 
intelligent coordination of working agencies under public direction; d. good teachers; and e. adequate 
public funds. The Americanization of the immigrant has failed up to date because we have lacked all 
of these.”

CON ARGUMENT: Issue 4
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UNDECIDED LEADER
Introduction
You, Henry Cabot Lodge, lead the Undecided faction, members of the 
Congress who have not yet made up your mind about how to vote on 
the quota system legislation. You spend much of your time evaluating 
arguments from the Pro and Con factions while you formulate your 
opinion. Your faction’s members must listen and ask questions. Many 
of the members of the two opposing factions are highly respected 
people. You have been holding a middle ground between Pro and 
Con factions, but it is becoming increasingly apparent that you will 
be pressed into taking a stand for or against the quota system.

Instructions
1.	 Your faction has met and has selected you as the person most 

qualified to lead your faction.
2.	 Carefully explain the following responsibilities to your faction 

members. Lead your group so that all members live up to their 
responsibilities.
a.	 Your goal is to explore the Pro and Con arguments and weigh 

their validity. To help you find the truth, you will ask questions 
of both factions.

b.	 Questions have been provided, but we can add questions of 
our own if our teacher expands the amount of time available 
for the re-creation.

c.	 Don’t give a speech as you ask your question. Simply spend 
30-60 seconds asking a question of one faction.

d.	 Here is a recommended sequence. First mention briefly how 
you are troubled, caught between the logic and force of the 
Pro and Con viewpoints. Point out who your acquaintance is 
outside Congress, a person also deeply concerned about the 
Indian problem in the U.S. Finally, end by directing your ques-
tion to a specific Pro or Con speaker. The person you have 
questioned will then have one minute to answer you. 

e.	 Next ask a question of the other faction. This faction will then 
have a member give a brief answer.

f.	 How many questions your faction’s members can ask will 
depend upon the time available.

g.	 Keep in mind that your major responsibility is to act as the 
swing vote. Both the Pro and Con factions will be courting 
you with their arguments. They want to influence you to vote 
for their positions. Consequently, listen carefully during the 
debate, evaluating both sides’ speeches and answers to your 
questions. 

Thank your 
group's members 
for choosing you 
to be their leader.

And now, having 
been chosen 
leader, lead!

Look everyone 
right in the eye 
and speak slowly 
as you present 2a 
through 2g.

To check for 
understanding, ask 
questions about 
2a through 2g so 
that your members 
demonstrate that 
they understand 
specific 
responsibilities.
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Cut apart on broken lines.

UNDECIDED QUESTIONS - 1

Issue 1: Is there ample
justification for a quota system?

Your questions have been influenced by William 
E. Borah, 1865-1940, a lawyer, public official, 
and U.S. senator.

Questions for pro faction
1.	 Since this is “a nation of immigrants,” how 

can the addition of more immigrants really 
be considered a threat?

2.	 Since when has a person’s race or ethnic 
background been a requirement for citi-
zenship? Haven’t we already fought a Civil 
War over this issue, a war in which we lost 
600,000 lives?

3.	 Isn’t America, as it stands, already a mix-
ture, a sort of melting pot of various cultures 
and traditions? Don’t these new immigrants 
actually strengthen our national character 
by giving it enthusiasm and variety?

Questions for con faction
1.	 By adding untold numbers of immigrants 

to this country, aren’t we terribly straining 
our society’s institutions?

2.	 The first colonists came to an almost empty, 
unsettled continent. How can you com-
pare these new immigrants to those first 
colonists when the circumstances are so 
different?

3.	 What hard evidence do you have that these 
new immigrants are really willing and able to 
let themselves be molded into the American 
national character?

Issue 2: Can these new immigrants 
be Americanized?

Your questions have been influenced by Henry 
Cabot Lodge, 1850-1924, an author, public 
official, congressman, and U.S. senator.

Questions for pro faction
1.	 Don’t immigrants entering any country need 

time to fit in? And isn’t it logical that they 
would herd together at first in order to feel 
secure?

2.	 You have the attitude that these new immi-
grants are physically and mentally inferior. 
Don’t you think that when these persons 
hear you say this they naturally want to 
keep to themselves and live isolated from 
us?

3.	 Won’t our country’s political beliefs be 
stronger if they’re occasionally challenged 
by other political ideas? In other words, 
won’t our political ideas be exercised by 
contact with foreign ideas?

Questions for con faction
1.	 Isn’t it fair to ask these new immigrants to 

give up some of their past cultural traits in 
order to become real Americans?

2.	 Can you fairly compare these recent immi-
grants with the old immigrant stock? Don’t 
you really believe, down deep, that the new 
immigrants are inferior?

3.	 Aren’t you stretching the truth a little? Do 
you intend to say that all immigrants are 
Americanized? Don’t many simply never 
become real Americans?
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Cut apart on broken lines.

UNDECIDED QUESTIONS - 2

Issue 3: Would an influx of more 
immigrants be good or bad for 
the economy?

Your questions have been influenced by Elihu 
Root, 1845-1937, a lawyer, a secretary of war, 
a secretary of state, and a U.S. senator.

Questions for pro faction
1.	 The frontier may have “closed,” as you put 

it, but isn’t there still plenty of land available 
if a man and his hard-working family are 
willing to work for it?

2.	 Certain immigrants may wish to return to 
their places of origin, but aren’t they in the 
minority? Don’t more immigrants realize 
their dreams and stay here than give up 
on their dreams and go home?

3.	 Can’t the labor unions take care of unfair 
wages being paid? Doesn’t every person, 
if given the choice, want an honest day’s 
pay for an honest day’s work?

Questions for con faction
1.	 Can America be a lifeboat for the whole 

world? Doesn’t a time come when the 
lifeboat is full? What number of immigrants 
is “too many”?

2.	 You say the immigrants are no worse off 
here than they were in their homelands. 
Now wait a minute. Wouldn’t they really be 
better off in their homelands? There they at 
least have a home, friends, relatives, and 
a knowledge of their environment.

3.	 Don’t you believe that these new immi-
grants, when they come to America, are 
hurting themselves? Aren’t they opening a 
door that leads to painful struggles and frus-
trations for themselves and their families?

Issue 4: Would the new immigrants 
cause untold social problems?

Your questions have been influenced by Oliver 
Wendell Holmes Jr., 1841-1935, an author, 
jurist, and justice of the federal Supreme Court.

Questions for pro faction
1.	 What is the real issue here, our acceptance 

of their social customs, or their acceptance 
of ours? Haven’t American social customs 
evolved into a blend of the two?

2.	 Aren’t you using the “language and 
education barrier” as a smoke screen? 
Won’t these immigrants all be speaking 
English eventually—just because they’re 
surrounded by English-speaking people 
every day?

3.	 Are you for a quota system because you 
don’t like slums, or are you for it because 
you simply dislike foreigners? How about 
being totally honest?

Questions for con faction
1.	 America has just finished a world war. Are 

we ready for a “social war” on the home-
front in which one culture fights against 
another culture? Possibly it is a good time 
for immigrants to stay home. What do 
you think?

2.	 Would it not be better to limit the number 
of immigrants entering our country in order 
to take the strain off our educational sys-
tem? Thus the school system would gain 
adequate time to solve all its problems. 
What do you think?

3.	 Everyone admits we have problems in our 
cities because of overcrowding. Doesn’t it 
make sense to solve our current problems 
of crime and disease in the cities before 
we allow more immigrants into the cities?
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PRE-TEST
Directions: Either on your own paper or in the spaces at left, mark a + for  true statements, 
a 0 for false statements.

____  1.	 Immigrants came to the U.S. pri-
marily because of overpopulation 
in Europe.

____  2.	 The social order in Europe was such 
that all classes of people functioned 
equally.

____  3.	 Immigrants did not come to the U.S. 
for economic, political, and social 
reasons.

____  4.	 Immigrants did not come to the U.S. 
to acquire freedom of religion.

____  5.	 The Industrial Revolution caused 
immigration to the U.S.

____  6.	 The majority of immigrants were 
wealthy people who wanted to 
make their fortunes even greater in 
America.

____  7.	 More than 50 million people have 
immigrated to the U.S. since we 
won our independence.

____  8.	 Immigrants were lured to America 
with the promise of abundant jobs 
and a higher standard of living.

____  9.	 Immigrants were lured to America 
with an expectation that plenty of 
fertile land was still available for 
farming.

____10.	 Immigrants were eagerly welcomed 
by native Americans, especially after 
1890.

____11.	 Most immigrants found America all 
they had hoped for and more.

____12.	 Many Americans felt that immigrants 
from northern and western Europe 
would make better Americans.

____13.	 Many Americans felt that immi-
grants from southern and eastern 
Europe were inferior to ‘’the original 
Americans.”

____14.	 “America is a nation of immigrants.”

____15.	 Congress was almost unanimous 
in its belief that immigrants should 
enter this country on a quota basis.
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POST-TEST
Directions: Either on your own paper or in the spaces provided, write your answers to Part 
1. Complete Parts 2 and 3 on your own paper.

	 Part 2: Short answers

1.	 You heard powerful arguments support-
ing a quota system in the 1920s. List the 
four strongest arguments you can think of 
justifying passing a quota system.

2.	 You also heard powerful arguments 
against a quota system. List the four stron-
gest arguments you can think of against a 
quota system.

	 Part 3: Essay questions

Depending upon your teacher’s directions, 
write short or long answers to one or both of 
the following questions.

1.	 Discuss at least three elements of what 
you think our immigration policy should be 
today. Do so by answering three questions:
a.	 Who should be allowed to enter America 

and how many?
b.	 What should they be allowed to do after 

they enter?
c.	 What effect would this policy have on 

our country’s future?
2.	 Explain how certain values you believe in 

shape your current attitude toward how 
“open” to immigration America should be.

	 Part 1: True-False

Write + for true statements; 0 for false 
statements.

____  1.	 Labor unions wanted an open 
door policy for immigrants so 
that their unions could gain many 
new members.

____  2.	 The rise of numerous ghettos in 
large American cities can be linked 
to immigration.

____  3.	 America was well equipped to handle 
a larger and larger influx of immi-
grants after 1900.

____  4.	 Most of the new immigrants did not 
speak English.

____  5.	 It was often difficult to educate the 
new immigrants.

____  6.	 Many native Americans looked with 
disfavor at the new immigrants.

____  7.	 By 1900 farmers welcomed immi-
grants because they were anxious to 
share abundant lands and resources 
with them.

____  8.	 The American economy and job 
force was not affected by the flood 
of immigrants after 1890.

____  9.	 The new immigrants were consid-
ered inferior to the old immigrants.

____10.	 Immigrants were usually poor peo-
ple of a lower social class lured to 
America by dreams of social, politi-
cal, and economic freedoms.
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A re-creation of the conflict in Congress in the 1920s, debating whether  
or not to adopt a quota system for immigrants

THE QUOTA SYSTEM AND
AMERICAN IMMIGRATION

PURPOSE

During the next few classroom hours you will actively participate in a re-creation of history. The set-
ting is Washington, D.C., in the 1920s, where as a member of Congress you will debate whether or not 
the United States should pass legislation restricting the number and kinds of immigrants it allows to 
migrate to its shores. As a member of one of three congressional groups—Pro, Con, or Undecided—
you will take part in a congressional debate whose outcome will decide the future of immigration in 
this country. This re-creation gives you an opportunity to experience, as an on-site participant, how 
a nation of former immigrants deals with the problem of immigration.

BACKGROUND ESSAY

From our nation’s beginning, persons have been awed by our continent’s resources. The quantity and 
quality of minerals, woods, animals, and rivers are astounding. But we too often overlook another great 
resource—all the people past and present who lived and now live on this continent. These persons 
are ingenious, creative, and steadfast. All of these millions of people, all Americans, have one thing in 
common: they are immigrants or the descendants of immigrants. (Note: Only American Indians can 
claim to be “native” to North America, but even they are thought by anthropologists to have migrated 
here from Asia thousands of years ago.) Since the early 17th century more than 50 million people, 
lured by the dream of a better economic, political, and social life, have journeyed to American shores. 

Reasons for migration There are several reasons why people wanted to migrate to America:
Economic In the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries many farmers were unhappy. Their small, worn-out 

plots of land were yielding inadequate crops to feed their growing families. The old system of subsis-
tence farming was dying. An agricultural revolution was ushering in a new age of the highly organized  
commercial farm. Larger, higher profit, commercial farms were squeezing the small subsistence farmers 
out of the market by mass producing farm products and selling them at prices so low that the small 
farmers could not compete. European farmers now turned their eyes to America. They heard stories 
of a virgin land with fertile lands available at little or no cost. 
	 European city workers were also troubled. The onset of the Industrial Revolution was causing  
significant changes. The invention of many labor-saving machines was removing the need for individual 
craftsmen to produce specific goods. Goods could now be mass produced on machines; the effect on 
many workers was drastic. Low wages and high unemployment resulted. Discouraged and dejected, 
immigrants crossed the ocean to America, where a growing economy needed workers. 
	 Political The political impulse for immigration to America was not complicated. In Europe, the 
government was often controlled by a few members of the upper class who were rich landowners. 
The lower classes had little to say about how their government was to be run. America, on the other 
hand, was a land where a person’s political life could be different. In America, a citizen could speak 
up and participate instead of observe and obey. Citizens soon came to feel as the famous American 
poet Walt Whitman proclaimed in the mid-19th century: “I take off my hat to no man!” 
	 Social The European social order provided a four-fold impulse for Europeans to forsake their 
countries and seek a new beginning in America. First, Europe was entrenched in a system of rigid 
class distinctions: most persons were born, lived, and died in one social class. Not many were able to 
climb the social ladder. Second, few members of the lower classes ever went to school. All educational  
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advantages were reserved for members of the upper classes. This rigidity preserved a well-educated, 
higher level of society and an almost illiterate, inferior lower class. Third, an active system of dis-
crimination against religious minorities caused many Europeans to practice their religious beliefs in 
an oppressive atmosphere of daily fear. Fourth, in the early 1900s many governments began requiring 
their men to take part in compulsory military service.
	 The four impulses cast gloom over the daily lives of millions. People did not think of their lives ever 
getting better. (Few Americans realize how recent in history is the idea of progress.) Then suddenly 
they began hearing about America, a land where a man and woman could raise their social standing, 
could provide an education for their children, and could practice their religion without fear. The word 
America thus became a dream, an idea. The great migration soon began. 

Hardships Immigrants crossing the ocean to America faced numerous hardships. Most were so 
poor that they were forced to seek passage in the low-cost section of ships in dreadfully unsanitary 
and overcrowded conditions. Too, they were leaving behind not just memories, but their homes, their 
friends, their relatives, and their native land. Migrating was more than just a new beginning and an 
adventure; it was also an overwhelming change that forced immigrants to learn to speak and write 
a new language and to participate in a new culture. Nevertheless, the immigrants not only accepted 
their new challenge; they welcomed it. 

Immigration periods  The immigration to America came in several different periods:
	 1783-1830 In the years from the end of the American Revolution to the beginning of Andrew 
Jackson’s presidency in 1829, the tide of immigration was slow with less than 150,000 immigrants 
migrating to America.
	 1831-1860 However, starting about 1830, a stronger immigration period began and ended just as 
the Civil War was about to begin. This period saw three waves: 1831-1840, .6 million; 1841-1850, 1.7 
million; 1851-1860, 2.6 million. The majority of these immigrants came from Germany and Ireland. The 
Irish had been denied self-government by England for a long time. They were also starving because 
of a potato famine. As a result, during the 1840s, they migrated in huge numbers. The Germans, with 
the failure of a political revolution in 1848, came to escape political persecution.
	 1861-1890 During the next 30 years from the Civil War’s end in 1865 until the “closing” of the frontier 
in 1890, there were two major waves: 1871-1880, 2.8 million; 1881-1890, 5.2 million. Immigrants were 
lured by promises from land-grant railroads and steamship companies and by letters sent to Europe 
by earlier immigrants. More and more immigrants came from Ireland, Germany, and England with a 
new added wave from Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. All entered America with glowing hopes of a 
new life based on equality and opportunity.

?
Question
for you to
consider:

Do you 
know of any 
members of 
your extended 
family—or their 
ancestors—
who crossed 
the ocean and 
faced these 
hardships?  

Old immigrants Immigrants arriving prior to the close of the frontier in 
1890 were referred to as old immigrants. They were called “old” because 
persons of their nationalities had been coming to America for many  
generations. Most of these persons came from northern and western 
Europe (England, Ireland, Germany, Holland, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, 
and France). Persons commonly believed that these old immigrants 
manifested traits and customs similar to those of “the original Americans.” 
Therefore, such immigrants, so the argument went, adjusted easily to 
American ways of life. 

New immigrants By contrast, immigrants arriving after the close of the 
frontier in 1890 were referred to as new immigrants. Their numbers were 
much larger than any that had come before. Some 8.8 million immigrants 
came to the U.S. between 1901 and 1910. Many of these immigrants 
came from southern and eastern Europe—Italy, Greece, Austria-Hungary, 
Serbia, Rumania, Russia, and Poland. Since the frontier was closed, many 
of these immigrants settled as factory workers in larger cities. Persons 
commonly believed that these new immigrants manifested traits and  
customs very different from those of the earlier immigrants.  
Therefore, such immigrants, so the argument went, were going to have 
difficulty adjusting to American ways of life. In addition, critics of the new  
immigrants were frightened because these later immigrants often were 
Jews and Catholics rather than Protestants. They also were critical of 
them because so many were illiterate or poorly educated at best. 

Are members of your own 
Family Tree "old" or 

"new" immigrants?



31

Arguments for a quota system By the early 1900s many Americans began talking about cutting off 
the flow of immigrants into America. They wanted to close the open door. The persons favoring a quota 
system felt that new immigrants represented five stumbling blocks for the future:
1.	 These later immigrants were persons whose talents and abilities were inferior to those of the 

superior old immigrants.
2.	 Since the frontier was now closed, there was no more cheap land available.
3.	 The consumer market was thriving, and there was no need to introduce new markets.
4.	 New immigrants took jobs away from native Americans and produced a glut of workers. The result 

was lower wages and a poorer standard of living for the original Americans.
5.	 New immigrants poured into larger cities, causing overcrowding and creating ghettos and pockets 

of disease and crime. 

Arguments against a quota system  By contrast, many other Americans wanted to keep a liberal  
immigration policy symbolized by the Statue of Liberty and her lamp. These Con-Quota System persons 
believed that new immigrants represented five building blocks of the American future:
1.	 Men and women with unique and specialized talents, abilities, and skills
2.	 Farm families to feed our growing population
3.	 Consumers of the countless products of our industry and agriculture
4.	 A labor force for expanding industries and growing railroads
5.	 Potential military strength for a growing world power. 

The undecided faction  On the middle ground between the two factions was a group of individuals 
who were unsure what course our nation should take. In the midst of all the emotion displayed by the 
above two factions, these sincere moderates sought rational answers to the difficult questions. They 
continually asked questions of both sides—questions that needed clear, logical, factual answers if our 
nation was going to have a just and honorable immigration policy. 

Imagine 
that you 
are a young 
person 
living in 
a large 
American 
city during 
the 1920s. 
Which 
position do 
you expect 
you and 
your family 
members 
would most 
likely have 
accepted in 
the 1920s?

?

Legislation enacted  The argument for or against a new immigration policy and a possible quota system 
caught fire during the years after the terrible “Great War” in Europe, World War I, 1914-1918. Powerful 
arguments for and against establishing restrictive measures toward the numbers of new immigrants  
began to be heard in the Congress. Legislation was proposed—the Quota Act of 1921 and the  
Immigration Act of 1924. Congressmen debated whether or not the government should restrict  
immigration. Many Americans looked with pride at their proud tradition of welcoming all who came to 
their shores. On the other hand, many other Americans looked with fear at the growing economic and 
social problems that surfaced during the 1920s. These individuals were convinced that we already 
had enough persons, particularly enough new immigrants. 

Your teacher and your history textbook will tell you how Congress decided this issue. However, you 
now get the chance to re-create this 1920s debate that is important to us not only historically but also 
currently, for today's congress continues working to resolve recurring immigration problems. 

"My fellow  
citizens …  
We are a  
nation of  
immigrants …"
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PROCEDURE

This re-creation of events that led to a decision regarding a quota system has been designed to fit 
within a specific framework of time. Your teacher will give you instructions for each day’s assignment 
and will explain exactly what will be expected of you as an individual and as a member of one of three 
factions: Pro, Con, or Undecided. 

Day 1

1.	 Introduction  Your teacher may give you a lecture, or some kind of an audio-visual presentation, 
or an optional PRE-TEST.

2.	 Background  In this Student Guide you will read the Background Essay on immigration history.
3.	 Division of class  Your class will be divided into three factions: Pro, Con, and Undecided.
4.	 Handouts  Each faction will receive a separate handout containing key arguments or questions 

representing one of the faction’s viewpoints. The Pro and Con factions will have arguments; the 
Undecided faction will have questions.

5.	 Meeting  First, each of the three factions will meet. Then members choose a chairperson, who 
then assigns specific arguments to be presented by faction members during Days 2 and 3. Your 
faction leader will keep all persons working. He/she may choose to represent the specific role of 
a famous Pro, Con, or Undecided American. Examples: Pro, Calvin Coolidge; Con, Will Rogers; 
Undecided, Henry Cabot Lodge.

6.	 Assignment  You will be given an overnight assignment. Everyone will definitely do a; you may 
also be asked to do b.
a.	 Work on the arguments or questions you will present as a member of one of the three factions. 

Your faction leader should be certain that each member has a specific argument or question 
to present during Days 2-3.

b.	 Write answers to these questions. For help, use the information given you in the Background 
Essay and in your history textbook.
•	 Explain why the U.S. is referred to as a “nation of immigrants.”
•	 List the three major reasons for immigration and provide an explanation for each of the three.
•	 List some of the hardships faced by the early immigrants.
•	 Explain the differences between an “old immigrant” and a “new immigrant.”
•	 Why did some people feel America needed a quota system? Why did some people object?

Con   

Pro

Undecided 

Calvin
Coolidge

Henry
Cabot Lodge

Will Rogers
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Please take 
considerable 
notes, writing 
down what is 
said and your 
reactions to 
what is said 
during this 
mini-unit.
You will then 
gain a great 
deal from this 
historical
re-creation.

7.	 Notes  Prepare note sheets to use during the congressional debates beginning on Day 2. You will 
need to take notes on the various factions’ arguments. Take notes on each of the four issues on 
one side of an 8-1/2"x11" sheet of paper which you have divided in half with a vertical line. Place 
the heading Pro on one side of the line, Con on the other. Over the two columns created by the 
vertical line write the question/issue being debated. Here is a model for how you should create 
the first of your four note sheets. Having these made before the debate begins will insure that you 
are ready to take notes on the immigration issues dividing America during the 1920s.

? What does research show us about what happens when persons 
write about what they are learning? It shows that such students 
retain considerable knowledge—and for a long time period.

P
ro

/C
o

n/U
nd

ecid
ed

: 1920s

Quota System and Immigration: 1920s
1: Is there ample justification for a Quota System?

Pro Arguments Con Arguments 

You will write all your specific details
in the spaces under each argument.

1.  The new immigrants are a threat to  
 our future existence.

2.  The new immigrants are difficult to  
  integrate into the American culture.

3. New immigrants retain their own  
 customs and cultures.

1.  The fact that the new immigrants are  
 different does not make them a threat.

2.  The new immigrants have a spirit 
 and dedication that make it easy 
 to integrate them into the 
 American culture.

3. The formation of one American character  
 is a slow process.
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Adopt the 
scholar's attitude 
during your 
debate. How?

Try to imagine 
how the 
historical age 
influenced 
persons. 

teacher acting as emcee

lectern

Undecided 
 

Con 
Pro

 

 

5.	 Vote  When all four issues have been debated, 
the proceedings will end and the chairperson 
will call for a vote. The vote will determine 
whether a Quota System should be passed 
into law. The Undecided faction will be the 
swing vote, voting either for or against. The 
chairperson may be a voting member of the 
Congress.

6.	 Assignment  As an overnight assignment, 
your teacher may ask you to complete the fol-
lowing statement in a short essay: “As a voting 
member in the debate over the Immigration 
and Quota System, I voted ___ because ....” 

Day 4

1.	 Post-test  Your teacher may give you a  
POST-TEST. If so, refer to the Testing section 
in this Student Guide.

2.	 Debriefing  Your teacher will divide you into 
groups for the debriefing activity. See the 
Debriefing section in this Student Guide. 

Days 2-3

1.	 Chairperson  Your teacher may assume the role of chairperson of the Congress.
2.	 Setup  You will seat yourselves as follows:

•	 Pro faction on one side of room facing chairperson
•	 Con faction on opposite side of room facing chairperson
•	 Undecided faction in the center of the room with an aisle on each side to set it off from  

the Pro and Con factions.

3.	 Speakers  The speakers for the Pro and Con factions stand up when it is their turn to speak. 
They should then stand sideways, half facing the chairperson and half facing the Congress. 
Undecided faction members also stand when they ask any speaker a question. (The speaker 
stands again to answer a specific question asked by the Undecided faction.)

4.	 Debate  Faction members speak alternately, covering each of the four issues/questions  
outlined on page 7. Pro faction members present their arguments on Issue 1 first; then Con faction  
members answer with their arguments; finally, the Undecided question both sides. As the 
debate takes place, students record arguments on their four note sheets. After all points of 
view have been expressed on one issue, Congress moves on to the next issue. This sequence 
will continue until all four issues have been covered.

?

The

of a Quota System

PROS

CONS
&
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ARGUMENTS OUTLINE: PRO AND CON FACTIONS

Problem  The decade is the 1920s and Pro and Con factions have gathered in Congress to debate the question of whether 
or not to restrict immigration into the U.S. Numerous politicians and citizens have taken sides and expressed arguments 
for or against a quota system. Two major groups have come to the foreground. The Pro faction wants to limit immigra-
tion; therefore, it is advocating a quota system. The group opposing a quota system is called the Con faction. Positioned 
between these two strong points of view are the Undecided faction members; they are unsure as to the proper course of 
action. Ultimately, the Undecided point of view could decide the outcome of this important congressional debate. 

Instructions  Below is an outline of the Pro and Con arguments about four questions. Each side’s arguments are presented 
in general statements. Specific historical details supporting the general statements can be found in the handouts your 
teacher will give persons belonging to each faction. Be prepared to write down these details in the manner explained to 
you under Day 1 on page 5. Doing so will help you decide how to vote for or against the quota system. 

Issue 1: Is there ample justification for a Quota System?

Issue 2: Can these new immigrants be Americanized?

Issue 3: Would an influx of more immigrants be good or bad for the economy?

Issue 4: Would the new immigrants cause untold social problems?

1.	 The new immigrants are a threat to our future  
existence.

2.	 The new immigrants are difficult to integrate into the 
American culture.

3.	 New immigrants retain their own customs and traits.

1.	 These new immigrants find it difficult to become  
American citizens.

2.	 Many new immigrants are inferior to the old immigrants.
3.	 Many of these new immigrants are bound in spirit to their 

past while many others hold dangerous political ideas.

1.	 With the close of the frontier, little surplus land remains 
for new people.

2.	 Many of these new immigrants were lured here by a false 
dream of abundant riches.

3.	 America already has a sufficient work force and needs 
no additional labor force to compete with and take jobs 
away from Americans.

1.	 The conflict in cultures between new immigrants and 
old immigrants unnecessarily strains American society.

2.	 So many new immigrants are uneducated, illiterate, 
and unable to speak English that they cause all kinds  
of problems.

3.	 The influx of this many people into already overcrowded 
cities causes many social problems. 

BASIC PRO ARGUMENTS

1.	 The fact that the new immigrants are different does not 
make them a threat.

2.	 The new immigrants have a spirit and dedication that 
make it easy to integrate them into the American culture.

3.	 The formation of one American character is a slow process.

1.	 For new immigrants to become American citizens is dif-
ficult, but it is not impossible.

2.	 The language barrier does not imply mental inferiority.
3.	 A person’s link to his/her past does not mean the person 

will not become a loyal American.

1.	 The idea of American opportunity lures persons to 
America. They cannot help themselves.

2.	 The “American Dream” includes far more than just  
economic riches, and this dream should be preserved.

3.	 The growing American economy still needs an abundant 
work force.

1.	 We should be proud of the cultural differences in the 
various ethnic groups who chose to become Americans.

2.	 A lack of an education does not necessarily reflect a lack 
of intelligence; more likely it reflects a lack of opportunity. 
New immigrants deserve to be educated.

3.	 Social problems have existed and will continue to exist; 
they are not necessarily caused by immigrants.

BASIC CON ARGUMENTS
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This 
culminating 
activity will be 
enjoyable and 
a real learning 
activity if 
you have 
studied the 
pro and con 
arguments 
carefully 
during the 
re‑creation.

Good luck! 

TESTING

Your teacher may choose to give you a three-part POST-TEST. Part 1 includes 10 true/false questions 
which deal with the history and issue of immigration in the United States. Part 2 asks you to list specific 
arguments for or against a law that establishes a quota system to restrict immigration into our country. 
Part 3 has two essay questions which require you to state your opinion about current immigration policy.

DEBRIEFING

By now you have experienced a re-creation representing two powerful viewpoints of the 1920s. After 
your teacher has divided your class into five or six groups, discuss with other members of your group 
the following situation.  Respond to the situation in a modern re-creation that could divide citizens of 
your nation. Appoint a spokesperson to present your group’s view to the class.

Situation

Assume your group is a Senate sub-committee considering a new immigration bill that has the provi-
sions below. Discuss with your group which provisions you would modify or eliminate or add. Try to 
reach agreement so that a group spokesperson can make a majority report to the whole class.

Provisions of a new immigration bill
  1.	 The number of new immigrants allowed in each year will be determined by the president, but in 

no event may he allow more than 500,000 unless an excess is granted by Congress.
  2.	 Each new adult immigrant must have a sponsor who will agree to hire the immigrant for at least 

one full year.
  3.	 Each new adult immigrant must have at least $5,000 cash in U.S. currency in order to insure he/

she does not go on welfare if something happens to the sponsor.
  4.	 Each immigrant must pass a physical examination and must not have any type of communicable 

disease, including AIDs.
  5.	 Each immigrant must pass a mental examination and must not have had any history of mental illness.
  6.	 Each immigrant must be able to read and write English at an eighth-grade level.
  7.	 Each immigrant must pledge that he/she believes in a democratic-type government.
  8.	 Each immigrant must pledge that he/she believes in a capitalistic-type economic system.
  9.	 Those persons desiring to immigrate will be given priority who have a vocational skill that is in 

short supply in the United States.
10.	 In order to balance ethnic diversity in the U.S., persons desiring to immigrate whose skin color 

is other than white will be given priority with Asians, first; then, Africans; then, Mexicans.

When you have finished, have a spokesperson report your group’s recommendations to the whole class.
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