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1. Introductory Comments

4The materials and information found in this presentation 
come from a variety of sources; many of the images 
came from photos available on the Internet (with credit 
given) and from primary resources (reports, teacher 
manuals, and student textbooks) found at the Library of 
Congress and scanned in to this PowerPoint. A full 
bibliography is available in a separate Word document.

4This presentation was originally given at the California 
Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages 
(CATESOL) conference in Sacramento on April 12, 
2008 and at the COABE conference in St. Louis, MO on 
April 30, 2008. This PowerPoint has been modified for 
viewing on the CAELA Website and requires 
permission from the author for further distribution.



1. Introductory Comments

Why examine the history of adult immigrant education 
and English as a second language (ESL) instruction?

4The story of immigration in the United States is an 
important one that spans centuries and continues on today. 
Many of the questions and challenges surrounding adult 
immigrants that have surfaced recently in the media, in our 
communities, and in our schools are not new or unique to 
this century.

4Many Americans have grandparents or great grandparents 
who immigrated to the United States in the last 100 years; 
these descendants of immigrants may not know many of 
the details of how previous generations became a part of 
American life.



1. Introductory Comments 

Why examine the history of adult immigrant education 
and English as a second language (ESL) instruction?

4Adult basic education has been federally funded since the 
Adult Education Act of 1966 and the 1970 amendments to 
that Act that expanded educational services to include ESL 
and citizenship; however, much progress has been made 
in the field of adult immigration education since its more 
formal origins in the late 1800s. 

4Adult ESL instruction and immigrant education continue to 
evolve as new populations arrive, new initiatives begin, 
and new developments arise (such as the revised 
citizenship test to be launched in October 2008); the future 
directions of this field may be informed by its past.



This photo depicts workers outside of an Italian and German 

storefront in Stamford, Connecticut in 1892.  It is likely that the 

people in this picture were of European background, and were 

possibly first-generation immigrants with limited English proficiency. 

In 1892, 579,663 people immigrated to the United States, most 

coming from Germany (119,168), the UK (93,598) and Russia 

(81,511) (Jenks & Lauck, 1922).  However, very few ESL programs 

were in documented operation in the United States around this time. 

Photo available from the Immigrant History Research Center, 

http://ihrc.umn.edu/

http://ihrc.umn.edu/


This photo depicts a workplace-sponsored English class at the Ford Motor 

Company around 1915. Note the instructional resources used and the 

classroom set-up. 

In 1914, many of the Ford Motor Companyôs employees did not speak English. 

English classes were part of the requirements associated with the ñFive 

Dollar Day Planò that Ford instituted, which paid employees this wage 

provided that they met certain standards of living: ñThe Sociological 

Department of the Ford Motor Company was organized in March, 1913, 

and oversaw a broad array of social benefits for Ford employees, including 

assistance in living in well-maintained single-family homes as opposed to 

small apartmentsé the Sociological Department was responsible for 

determining if employeesô personal lives and personal habits made them 

eligible for the full wage. This phase of the Department's activities 

terminated with the reorganization of the company in 1920.ò [ from 

http://www.autolife.umd.umich.edu/Race/R_Overview/Sociological_Depart.

htm]

Photo retrieved from 

www.autolife.umd.umich.edu/Labor/L_Overview/FordEnglishSchool.htm

http://www.autolife.umd.umich.edu/Race/R_Overview/Sociological_Depart.htm
http://www.autolife.umd.umich.edu/Race/R_Overview/Sociological_Depart.htm
http://www.autolife.umd.umich.edu/Labor/L_Overview/FordEnglishSchool.htm


4How do you think that adult ESL instruction now 
may be the same as and/or different than 100 
years ago? Think in terms ofé

īInstructional methods, materials, and resources

īTeacher training and qualifications

īService providers

īRecruitment, enrollment, and retention

īPublic support for immigrants and immigrant 
education

īLinguistic, cultural, and educational 
backgrounds of the students

īPolitics, society, labor, and culture of the United 
States



2. Immigrants 100 Years Ago

4 Majority were 20 years and older in 1910; at least 2.6 million aged 
21 years and older couldnôt speak English 

4 Majority were joining family or friends; relatively high rate of 
mobility between native countries and the U.S.

4 Many sent money back home: Between 1900 and 1906, 
12,204,485 money orders worth $239,367,047.56 were sent 
overseas through the New York postal service ïabout 50% to 
Austria-Hungary, Russia, and Italy alone. 

4 Low literacy rates in 1913-1914: Of 921,160 Southern and Eastern 
Europeans, 26.8% were not literate, compared to 2% of 253,855 
Northern and Western Europeans; among 43,065 others, 19.9% 
were not literate

4 ñNew immigrantsò (labor seekers mainly from Southern and Eastern 
Europe) were deemed by many as inferior to the ñold immigrantsò 
(land seekers mainly from Northern and Western Europe)

(Alexander, 2007; Jenks & Lauck, 1922)



2. Immigration Numbers

Numbers of immigrants in a 
given year

4 1820: 8,385

4 1864: 191,114

4 1879: 177,826

4 1881: 669,431

4 1900: 448,572 

4 1905: 1,026,499

4 1907: 1,285,349

4 1914: 1,218,480

4 1918: 110,618

4 1921: 805,228 

(Jenks & Lauck, 1922)

Number of immigrants admitted 
from 1899-1921

Italy: 3,555,215

Austria-Hungary: 3,231,595

Russia: 2,676,674

England, Scotland, Ireland, 
and Wales: 1,525,541

British North America: 995,446

Japan: 236,991

China: 48,799

Africa: 17,193

Pacific Islands: 2,786

South/Central America: 87,000

Total Europe: 13,886,993

Total Asia: 488,078

Immigration 

decrease due 

to World War I

Immigration 

peaks



Immigration to the U.S. by Decade

Source: Migration Policy Institute, 

http://www.migrationinformation.org/DataHub/charts/final.immig.shtml

http://www.migrationinformation.org/DataHub/charts/final.immig.shtml


Size of the U.S. Foreign-Born Population as a 

Percentage of the Total Population: 1850 to 2006 
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4For more statistics on current immigrant populations, see:
īU.S. Census Bureau section on the foreign born at 

http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/foreign.html and the American 
Community Survey at http://www.census.gov/acs/www/

īMigration Policy Instituteôs Migration Information Source at 
http://www.migrationinformation.org/, and its section on interpreting the 
American Community Survey data at 
http://www.migrationinformation.org/DataHub/acscensus.cfm

īOffice of Refugee Resettlementôs (ORR) annual reports to Congress (latest 
report available online: 2005) at 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/orr/data/arc_05.htm

http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/foreign.html
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/
http://www.migrationinformation.org/
http://www.migrationinformation.org/DataHub/acscensus.cfm
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/orr/data/arc_05.htm


2. Major Legislation & Events Affecting Immigrants

1875: First federal law restricting immigration enacted

1882: Chinese Exclusion Act and restrictive immigration law enacted

1885: Alien Contract Labor Act barred employers from importing alien laborers

1889: Jane Addamsô Hull-House settlement opened in Chicago

1892: Ellis Island opened in New York to process increasing numbers of new immigrants

1893-1897: Severe economic depression; Bureau of Immigration established (1894); 
President Cleveland vetoed literacy test legislation (1897)

1903: Additional laws restricting immigration enacted

1906: First ever English language ability requirement for citizenship; Bureau of 
Immigration and Naturalization established

1907: Immigration numbers peaked; additional laws restricting immigration enacted

1910: Angel Island immigrant depot opened in San Francisco Bay

1915: July 4 - Americanization Day celebrated across the U.S. 

1917: U.S. entered World War I, three years after it began in Europe; literacy test 
legislation for new immigrants passed over presidential veto

1921: Immigration Quota Act limiting numbers of immigrants based on nationality enacted



3. English Language Instruction Providers

4Community-based and private organizations

4Federal agencies

4Ethnic organizations

4Factories and industry

4Public schools and local education agencies

4Hull House and other settlements



3. Providers: Community and Private Organizations

This announcement for new adult ESL classes for men was created by a 

community-based adult ESL program in Wilmington, Delaware in 1918 

(Hart & Burnett, 1919).



3. Providers: Community-based and Private 

Organizations

4 North American Civic League for Immigrants; Immigrants 
Protective League; California Commission of Immigration and 
Housing

4 YMCA ïBegan the push for workplace ESL in 1906

4 YWCA ïBegan creating International Institutes in 1910

4 Daughters and Sons of the American Revolution ïDistributed 
pamphlets about good citizenship and learning English

4 Buffalo, NY ïResidents wore buttons saying, ñI am making 
Buffalo a Christmas present. Ask me.ò indicating that they had 
donated $1 to help pay for an immigrantôs English instruction.

(Alexander, 2007; Leiserson, 1924; McClymer, 1986; Mohl, 1986; 
Seller, 1978)



3. Providers: Federal Agencies

Cover of the1921

government-issued citizenship 

textbook 

(source: Library of Congress)



3. Providers: Federal Agencies

4National Americanization Committee

4Federal Bureau of Education

4Department of Immigration and Naturalization

4Council of National Defense

4Committee on Public Information



3. Providers: Ethnic Organizations

By many accounts, immigrantsô own organizations and institutions

did more to assimilate them into American life than community or

state-run instructional programs.

Here, a Finnish folk dance group from Negaunee, Michigan, ca. 

1915. Available at

http://digital.lib.umn.edu/IMAGES/reference/im/im169368.jpg


