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SUMMARY 

How can studying the history of immigration help us 
understand our communities today? 

How can graphs and maps about immigration help 
us visualize past and present immigration trends?

Use maps and graphs to understand the past and 
present of immigration trends in MA.  

Reflect on MA immigration trends and how these 
compare to Boston and the U.S. as a whole.

Use maps and graphs to reflect on immigration 
trends in our communities and how these compare 
to MA and the U.S. as a whole.

Understand how and why the percentage of 
foreign-born has changed during the period 1850–
2015.  

These lessons are intended to supplement study of 
past and present immigration trends in the history 
of your own community, in Massachusetts and 
the United States as a whole. The lessons can be 
taught in succession or the first lesson can be used 
to begin a unit on immigration and the second can 
be used later to explore more current immigration 
trends. Students will use graphs and maps to better 
understand immigration data, and they will also learn 

some basic graph reading skills to help them break 
down the information. We encourage educators to 
think about the idea of scale in these lessons, just 
as we do with maps. Consider the larger story of 
immigration to the U.S. as a whole, then compare 
to what we see in Massachusetts and then narrow 
down to your own community using the interactive 
map.

TIME COMMITMENT : Two class periods of 60 minutes.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS OBJECTIVES

https://www.leventhalmap.org/


LESSON PLAN MATERIALS
Google Slides 
(Copy to save, change format, edit or revise, substitute images, etc.)

Minard Map

Mapping Immigrant America

Printable Worksheet on page 12

ADDITIONAL AND SOURCE MATERIALS
Boston: A City of Immigrants / Boston’s Foreign-Born Population Map Set

Boston’s top 5 foreign languages spoken at home, 2015

Global Boston: A Portal to the Region’s Immigrant Past and Present

Histogram Maker
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1g8qZFWSQLRFPGETTHUZJuu9jhOBz3QWBzz9GEzzu7G0/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3201e.ct000242/
http://personal.tcu.edu/kylewalker/immigrant-america/#11/42.5926/-71.1751
https://collections.leventhalmap.org/map-sets/297
https://collections.leventhalmap.org/search/commonwealth:h989r7038
https://globalboston.bc.edu/
https://www.visme.co/histogram-maker/


LESSON ONE
In this lesson, students will study a graph showing immigration trends in Boston, Massachusetts 
and the United States between 1850 and 2016. Students will be asked to make a guess about 
the current percentage of foreign-born in Massachusetts today and compare this with what they 
actually see in the graph. They will make observations and ask questions about why there were 
periods of decline in immigration as well as peaks and compare how the state compares with 
trends in the nation as a whole.

Google Slides 
Make a copy of the slides if you want to edit for your own needs.

Introduction to the Map Center: 2 minutes / Slides 2–3
For the same reasons we think it’s important for students to think about who made a map they 
are exploring, we believe it’s important for students to know who created their lessons!

Sample script: (Advance to slide 2) The Norman B. Leventhal Map 
Center is in the Boston Public Library in Copley Square, downtown 
Boston, Massachusetts. It was started in 2004 by Norman Leventhal, a 
wealthy real estate developer and map collector who grew up in Boston 
in an immigrant family and attended the Boston Public Schools. His idea 
was that all the maps in the Boston Public Library, over 200,000 maps 
and 5,000 atlases, should be well-cared for and available for anyone to 
come and see them and learn from them for free.

(Advance to slide 3a, 3b and 3c) Today the Map Center takes care of the 
maps for the enjoyment and education of all through exhibitions in the Map 
Center and online, educational programs like this one, and even classes 
on how to make digital maps. The oldest map at the Map Center is over 
500 years old. If you come to visit when the library is open, you can see it.

How and Why Do People Migrate? Minard Map: 8 minutes / Slide 4
The Minard Map is an 1858 French map showing global migration. It visually shows the number 
of migrants and where they are migrating to by the size of the line. The mapmaker Charles 
Minard was famous for creating these types of visual representations of data in the 19th century. 
Students begin by looking at this map to start thinking about ways to visualize data related to 
immigration. Though this is a quick introduction, it is useful for students to be able to open the 
link to the map at the Library of Congress where they can zoom in and out or to have printed 
copies they can look at with a partner.  
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1g8qZFWSQLRFPGETTHUZJuu9jhOBz3QWBzz9GEzzu7G0/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3201e.ct000242/


Sample script: (Advance to slide 4) In this lesson we are going to make some observations about the 
story of immigration in the United States as a whole, but especially in our own state of Massachusetts. 
There are a lot of myths about immigration in the United States that you might hear on social media or 
from certain politicians.  One you may have heard is the idea that there are too many immigrants in the 
United States. Many of these myths have existed since the 1800s when large waves of Irish immigrants 
started arriving in the United States. When we look at data about immigration through graphs and 
maps, we can look for patterns that can help us tell a more truthful story about immigration.

This is a map made in 1858 by a French civil engineer named Charles 
Minard. He made many thematic maps as well as statistical graphs 
showing all kinds of information. Even if you don’t read French, can you 
tell what this map is about? Minard used the size of the flowing lines to 
show which countries had the largest outflow of migrants. 

As you look at this map:

• Which country do you notice has the largest number going to the 
United States? 

• Does this surprise you? Why?

• What else do you wonder as you look at this map?

Immigration Trends: Boston, Massachusetts and the United States   
10 minutes / Slide 5
Students will now think about other ways that immigration data can be visualized. They will 
first take a survey guessing what they think the percentage foreign-born population is in 
Massachusetts (you can instead have students guess for Boston if you are teaching there). 

Sample script: We’ve just looked at one way to represent immigration data from the 1800s using 
a map. We are now going to look at more recent immigration data by using a different kind of 
visualization. There are many different ways to look at and understand data. Here is another one 
(Advance to slide 5). We’re not going to spend much time with the specific data in this table. It’s just 
another way of representing information that is organized visually.

• What might be some difficulties of looking at the data this way? What are some advantages? 

• Do you prefer this approach over Minard’s, or vice versa?

Transition: 

Sample script: We are now going to take a class survey on the percentage of foreign-born in 
Massachusetts. But, first, we need to define foreign-born. Someone is foreign-born if they were not 
born in the United States. The opposite of foreign-born is native-born. People born in Puerto Rico are 
native-born.  
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On a small piece of paper write down the answer to this question:

• What percentage of Massachusetts residents are foreign-born?

Please write your answers in 10s (0%, 10%, 20%, etc.), which makes recording easier and don’t share 
your answer with anyone.

Collect answers (students can write on a small piece of paper or you can take advantage of a 
number of quick tools that will automatically create a histogram for you that students submit to 
like this one, though this site requires you to create a free account. 

Students Create a Histogram of Responses: 10 minutes / Slide 6
This part of the lesson asks students to create a quick histogram and teaches them some basic 
graphing skills. Ask a student or two to fill in the graph on slide 6 with Xs after collecting student 
responses OR project the histogram created online.

Sample script: (Advance to slide 6) This graph is a histogram. A histogram records quantitative 
data, like height. (Bar graphs record categorical data, like favorite pizza topping. They look similar to 
histograms, though bar graphs usually have spaces between the bars.) Histograms (and bar graphs) 
display a distribution—all possible values (possible responses: 0%, 10%, etc.) on the x-axis with their 
frequency (counts or percentage of students giving this response) on the y-axis.

Here, we use counts. In describing a histogram, we want to observe these characteristics:

Center: About what percentage is in the center? 

Spread: Most of the student survey data is between what two values? Any unusual estimates? 
(Range is the difference in the spread numbers.) 

Shape: What’s the general shape? There are names for shapes, but students need not give them. A 
description is sufficient.

What do you notice about this historgram we made?

• About what is the center? 
Example: “On average, we guessed 60% were foreign-born, with about half more and half less.”

• What is the spread? 
Example: “40% to 100%.”

• What is the shape? 
Example: “The shape is bell-shaped.” (one peak and symmetric)

• What story does the graph tell? 
Example: “We estimated that about a majority of Massachusetts is foreign-born. Our class 
estimated that the percentage of foreign born is about 60% with most of us estimating 40% - 
70%. There were a few estimates less than 40%. One person guessed 100%, but I don’t think 
that can be true since I’m not foreign-born.”

LESSON PLAN
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Graph of 1850–2015 Share of Foreign-Born in Boston, MA and the 
United States: 10 minutes / Slide 7
In this section, students will look at a line graph of immigration over time and make noticings 
and wonderings about what they see.Project the graph for the group and have students view on 
their own device or provide print-outs from the graph provided at the end of the lesson.

Individually, in pairs, and/or small groups, have students think 
about and write down their responses to the two questions. You 
can add blank slides for each group to respond in the slide show 
or have students write on chart paper in the classroom or just 
have them keep track individually. 

Remind students to think about ALL the information on the page—
titles, sources, colors, etc.

Sample script: Now we are going to look at a graph that we can 
compare to our histogram responses and see if our survey was close. 
This graph will also put this information in some historical context.

(Advance to slide 7) This graph shows immigration between 1850 to 
2016. There are 3 lines: one for Boston, one for Massachusetts and one 
for the United States. 

• How close were our histogram estimates for Massachusetts? 

As you spend more time with the graph, you are going to think about two questions:

• What do you Notice? 

• What Do You Wonder?

Noticings are the graph’s “facts” and should be backed up by evidence in the graph. Explain your 
noticings! Dig deeper!

Wonderings are the graph’s questions. What does it make you wonder? What questions does it raise? 

You should have at least three noticings and three wonderings. If you’re working in a group, keep 
going after you have reached three of each until time is up. 

Discussion of Noticings/Wonderings About the Graph: 15 minutes
Ask students:

• True or False: There are more foreign-born in Boston than in U.S.? In MA?

If students say true, review the distinction between share/percentage of the total and count/
total number. Because of the different population sizes (the denominator of the percentage), 
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the population change for a given percentage will be very different for Boston, MA, and U.S. 
For example, for 1850, a 1-point (1%) change in Boston foreign-born is a mere 470. But, a 1% 
change in U.S. foreign-born is 22,000—47 times bigger.

Then ask:

• True or False: Boston is more diverse. 

They may say this is true, but they should realize that there is nothing in this graph that confirms 
this. Ask what questions they need to ask to answer this question and where they might find the 
answers. 

Then have students start to share out their noticings and wonderings. Require them to be 
specific in their answers. If they say they noticed that the percentage increases/decreases, ask 
“Percentage of what? Total population? Foreign-born? Native-born?”

Some key ideas to discuss that students may share:

What do you notice? Comparing Boston, MA and U.S.

• Percentage foreign-born is always greatest in Boston, then MA and the U.S.

• 1890–1910: Not much change in percentage of foreign-born share of population for 
Boston and the U.S.

• 1920–1970: Decrease in percentage of foreign-born share of population.

• 1980–2015: Increase in percentage of foreign-born share of population. 

Boston

• Percentage foreign-born in Boston ranges from 13% in 1970 to 36% in 1910.

• Boston’s percentage of foreign-born varies more than MA or U.S.

• For most of 1850–2015, Boston’s share of population that is foreign-born is twice the U.S. 
share.

 Massachusetts

• Percentage of foreign-born in MA ranges from 9% in 1970 to 31% in 1910.

• MA’s percentage of foreign-born increased more than either Boston or U.S. for 1850–
1910.

United States 

• Percentage of foreign-born in the U.S. ranges from 5% in 1970 to 15% in 1890.

What do you wonder? Comparing Boston, MA and U.S.

Let students answer each other’s wonderings or say where they could find the answers.

• For the entire time period, why does Boston have the greatest percentage of foreign-born 
and the U.S. has the least?
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• How do changes in the total population for Boston, MA, and U.S. (denominator) affect 
the percentage of foreign-born? Are the increasing percentages due to increases in the 
number of foreign-born and/or decreases in population? (This wondering is answered 
with the table of Boston, MA, and U.S. populations on slide 5.)

• What is happening from 1920–1970 that results in the percentage of foreign-born to 
decline?

• What is happening from 1980–2015 that results in the percentage of foreign-born 
increasing?

• What is the Immigrant Quota Policy?

• Why was 1970 the lowest percentage of foreign-born for Boston, MA, and U.S.?

Boston

• Why does Boston have the most variability in share of the population that is foreign-born?

• What happened in 1880 that resulted in the percentage for foreign-born dipping so much?

Massachusetts

• Why does MA diverge so much from Boston during 1850–1880 and 1970–2015?

• What caused the increase in percentage of MA foreign-born 1850–1910 and why did it 
stop?

United States

• How much did total U.S. population increase and how much did foreign-born population 
increase for each year? Which changes more?

Wrap Up: 5 minutes
Sample script:

• What surprised you from looking at this graph and guessing about the percentage foreign-born 
in MA? 

• What might be our next steps to find out more about why the percentages rise and fall?

• How did looking at the graph provide information that is similar or different from the first map we 
looked at (Minard map), and what advantages or disadvantages do each of them have?

In our following lesson we will be looking at a map that shows where foreign-born people in our MA 
communities come from.
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LESSON TWO
In this lesson, students will explore a site called Mapping Immigrant America. With an 
interactive map like this (or any map) it is important to first make sure students are assessing 
the site for reliability and taking time to understand what they are looking at and where the 
information comes from. Students will then zoom into their community (or one of your choice) to 
look at foreign-born populations and how their community compares to others in Massachusetts.

Evaluating a Map of Immigrant America for Reliability: 7 minutes / 
Slides 9–10
For this section, you can either have students add their responses into a Google Slides or use 
the worksheet included at the end of this lesson on page 12.

A note on the map’s legend: If students can’t see the legend, 
make sure they expand the map to full screen as much as 
possible to make it appear in the bottom right corner. Also, make 
sure that students pay attention to what happens to the value 
that each colored dot represents as they zoom in and out (dots 
represent larger numbers of people the further out you zoom and 
fewer people the closer in you zoom).

Sample script: (Advance to slide 9) Open the link Mapping Immigrant 
America. You will first be interrogating this map for reliability and 
orienting yourself for how you use the site.

(Advance to slide 10) Fill out part one of the worksheet (or Google 
slides) and answer the questions by thoroughly investigating this 
interactive map.

Discussion of Evaluation Questions: 10 minutes / Slide 10
Ask students to share their responses.

• Was there information missing about the map they wanted to know?

• Do they think the map is reliable? Why or why not?

Looking at Patterns on the Map/Zooming In: 15 minutes / Slide 11
Once students have assessed the site, they can move on to navigating to different zoom levels 
to begin to look at patterns on the map and answering questions in part two on the worksheet. 

http://personal.tcu.edu/kylewalker/immigrant-america/#11/42.5926/-71.1751
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1g8qZFWSQLRFPGETTHUZJuu9jhOBz3QWBzz9GEzzu7G0/edit?usp=sharing
http://personal.tcu.edu/kylewalker/immigrant-america/#11/42.5926/-71.1751
http://personal.tcu.edu/kylewalker/immigrant-america/#11/42.5926/-71.1751
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Students will start with the entire United States, then zoom down to Massachusetts (or your 
state), then zoom in to your community of choice. You could focus just on your city or town 
or look more broadly at your region. If you are studying the history of immigration in the U.S., 
students will know about past push/pull factors and countries of origin for larger waves of 
foreign-born populations in the 19th and early 20th centuries (Irish, southern Italians, Eastern 
Europe, etc.).  Mapping Immigration will give them a general idea of regions of the world where 
current foreign-born populations are from in larger numbers and which communities they live in 
around MA (or your state).

Discussion of Pattern Questions: 20 minutes / Slide 11
Discuss student answers to the questions looking at patterns on the map section. Students may 
notice larger urban areas have the largest numbers of immigrants as well as the largest diversity 
of countries and regions. They may also notice smaller clusters in more rural areas of one 
foreign-born group.

Sample script:

• What did you notice about patterns across the United States compared to those in MA?  

• Did your thinking change about these patterns as you zoomed in and out?

• Did looking at how many people each dot represents as you zoom back and forth affect your 
thinking?

• What happened when you zoomed into your city or town?

• Was what you saw what you expected or were there clusters of countries/regions that you 
didn’t think would be there?

• Did you make any connections with your own experiences or where you notice businesses in 
your community and who owns them, the languages spoken that you hear or the kinds of food 
available?

Wrap Up: 5 minutes
Sample script:

• What is one thing that surprised you from looking at this map?

• Of all the ways we looked at data about foreign-born populations (Minard world flow map, chart, 
graph, dot map) which of these did you prefer? Why?

• How else would you want to visualize foreign-born in your community?
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NEXT STEPS
Study waves of immigration history

While focused on Boston, the Eras of Migration section of GlobalBoston breaks 
down the waves of immigrant groups by time period. While there may be some 
regional variation, Boston’s history is in most ways a reflection of the state as a 
whole.

Advocate for immigrant rights

Learn more about the vital role that immigration plays in Massachusetts today 
(reduces loss of population, economy, etc.) through the American Immigration 
Council’s state fact sheets.

https://globalboston.bc.edu/index.php/home/eras-of-migration/
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/immigrants-in-massachusetts#:~:text=Massachusetts%20has%20a%20history%20of,including%20the%20nation%27s%20first%20university.
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/immigrants-in-massachusetts#:~:text=Massachusetts%20has%20a%20history%20of,including%20the%20nation%27s%20first%20university.
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Open up Mapping Immigrant America

If you can’t see the map legend, make the window larger.
Note that as you zoom in or out on the map the number that each dot represents changes.

Part One: Evaluating the Map

1. What does the map say it’s about? Look for the title, explanations, or captions. 

2. How old is it (both the map and the data used to make it)?

3. How is the information visualized? Examine the colors, legend/key, design, style of font for labels, etc.; 
How does the visual design make you feel about the information?

4. Where did the information come from? Does it seem reliable?

5. Who made it? Can you find out anything about the author or organization?

6. What is the context? What headline and other information accompany the map?

http://personal.tcu.edu/kylewalker/immigrant-america/#11/42.5926/-71.1751
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Part Two: Looking at Patterns on the Map 

Start by zooming out as far as you can go: scan from east to west, north to south.

7. What patterns do you notice as a whole?  Where do larger numbers of immigrants live? 
What surprised you? 

Now, zoom into Massachusetts (or your state).

8. What do you notice about where larger numbers of immigrants live? What surprised you?

9. Does MA (or your state) seem to fit with what you see in the rest of the U.S.? If it is different, how?

Now zoom into your city/town or region.

10. Which country or region of the world do the largest number of foreign-born people in our community come 
from?  If a region is listed, list some countries that are included? (South Asia, Oceania, etc.).

11. Does our community show any patterns in terms of where foreign-born populations live or do populations 
seem spread evenly throughout? Why do you think this is?

12. What does this map NOT show us about foreign-born people in our community? What other information do 
you want to have to help tell a fuller story?
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The Opportunity Atlas

This site shows percentage foreign born by census tract as well as other opportunity factors.

Boston: A City of Immigrants / Boston’s Foreign-Born Population Map Set

Expand this lesson into your math curriculum using this Map Set.

Boston Indicators: Changing Faces of Immigration to Massachusetts

This Boston Indictors map shows how immigration to MA has changed since 1980.

https://opportunityatlas.org/
https://collections.leventhalmap.org/map-sets/297
https://www.bostonindicators.org/article-pages/2021/may/recent_immigration


CURRICULUM STANDARDS 

Massachusetts History & Social Science Frameworks 
United States History I Content Standards:
Topic 6. Rebuilding the United States: industry and immigration [USI.T6]
Supporting Question: Industrialists have been called “Captains of Industry” and “Robber Barons.” Which title is more 
appropriate for them and why??

4. Using primary source images, data, and documents, describe the causes of the immigration of Germans, the Irish, 
Italians, Eastern Europeans, Chinese, Koreans, and Japanese to America in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and 
the major roles of these immigrants in industrialization and the building of railroads. 

United States History II Content Standards:
Topic 2. Modernity in the United States: ideologies and economies [USII.T2]
Supporting Question: How did the United States respond to new ideas about society?

1. Analyze primary sources (e.g., documents, audio or film recordings, works of art and artifacts), to develop an 
argument about how the conflict between traditionalism and modernity manifested itself in the major societal trends and 
events in first two decades of the 20th century.

Topic 4: Defending democracy: the Cold War and civil rights at home [USII.T4]
Supporting Question: How did the U.S. Government respond to challengest to freedom at home during the Cold War?

6. Evaluate accomplishments of the Civil Rights movement (e.g., the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights 
Act) and how they served as a model for later feminist, disability, and gender rights movements of the 20th and 21st 
centuries; collect and analyze demographic data to investigate trends from the 1964 to 2010 in areas such as voter 
registration and participation, median family income, or educational attainment among African American, Hispanic 
American, Asian American and white populations.

Common Core State Standards
6.SP.B.5: Summarize numerical data sets in relation to their context.
HSS.IC.B.6: Evaluate reports based on data.
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