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The primary sources in this set can be used  
for inquiry-based learning exercises and 
projects. Each document falls under the 
umbrella topic of tenements and immigration, 
and students are encouraged to annotate 
in the margins in order to support the 
development of document analysis and  
critical thinking skills. Suggested projects  
that make use of this set’s primary sources  
are also included for the educator as a 
springboard for research-based projects.
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The primary sources in this reader address the 
early twentieth-century New York City immigrant 
experience. Each provides one answer to the 
complex question facing America amidst the  
large-scale influx of immigrants at this moment  
in history: how do you create a successful and  
thriving American citizen?

These documents attest to the community effort 
required to help the large, primarily European 
immigrant population adjust to new lives on the 
East Coast of America. Faced with unsanitary and 
overcrowded tenement conditions and desirous  
of helping these new American arrivals thrive in  
their new home, immigrants partnered with 
community organizers, and prominent, wealthy 
individuals to develop new schools for immigrant 
children, settlement houses that combined 
educational opportunities with social services, 
and other organizations designed to facilitate 
immigrants’ acculturation to American life.

The majority of these documents are appeals  
to John D. Rockefeller, Jr., son of the founder  
of Standard Oil, John D. Rockefeller, Sr., who  
was at the time the wealthiest man in America.  
John D. Rockefeller, Jr., guided the philanthropic 
activities of the Rockefeller family, and gave 
generously to humanitarian causes.  
Rockefeller, Jr. supported all of the initiatives 
represented in these materials, demonstrating  
that the wealthy often worked alongside  
grass-roots community organizations to ensure  
that America’s newest citizens had a healthy  
and safe start to their new lives.
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In addition, these materials illustrate the conditions 
under which immigrants lived in the early twentieth 
century. Documents movingly describe the 
deprivations of tenement life; the quality of life 
improvements to be gained through education, 
vocational training, and/or community support; 
and how important service organizations, such 
as the Henry Street Settlement Visiting Nurse 
Service, were created. Other documents provide 
windows into the administrative infrastructure of 
human labor required to process the large groups of 
European immigrants seeking to enter the country.

It is important to note that changing politics and 
public sentiment impacted American immigration in 
the 1920s and 1930s. Following the First World War, 
the Great Depression, and on the eve of America’s 
entrance into the Second World War, American 
xenophobic sentiments fostered a more restrictive 
immigration policy. A concluding document from 
1940, an appeal to Rockefeller, Jr. and all Americans 
to recognize the integral role immigrants play in the 
growth and development of the country, hints at the 
ways in which collective fear and misunderstanding 
can deny immigrants opportunities to contribute to 
the growth of the nation.

Photo: Neighborhood Teacher’s Association, 1922 
Folder 23, Box 3, Series 1016 
Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT

• In the late nineteenth-century, immigrants 
hoping to start a new life in the United States 
of America often arrived by ship to the East or 
West coasts. 

• In 1890, the U.S. government assumed control 
of immigration from the states, and Ellis Island, 
off the coast of New York’s Manhattan, became 
the first federal immigration station in 1892. 
At Ellis Island, newly arrived immigrants were 
processed and assessed for signs of disease, with 
nearly 450,000 individuals passing through the 
Island during the first year of its operation.

• Angel Island, off the coast of California, 
processed newly-arriving immigrants to the 
West Coast of America starting in 1910.

• Families often came to America in search of a 
better life, and fled violence, poverty, or a lack of 
opportunity in their home countries.

• On the East Coast of America, immigrants often 
found work in New York City’s Lower East Side 
garment districts, in the docks, in construction, 
and in various trades.

• This immigrant presence answered America’s 
desperate need for labor to sustain the country’s 
rapid economic growth. In turn, newly-arrived 
immigrants became American citizens, 
integrating traditions from afar into the fabric of 
a still-developing nation.

• Housing and care for these new arrivals, 
however, posed social and political problems.

• Many of New York City’s newly-arrived 
immigrants lived on New York City’s Lower East 
Side, in buildings referred to as “tenements.” 
 
 

• The broad definition of a tenement is a 
multi-family building. However, in the era 
before reinforced steel sky scrapers were 
commonplace, nineteenth-century tenements 
were typically subdivided multi-storied homes 
that could accommodate more than one family.

• By the early twentieth century, the term 
“tenement” had become associated with 
poverty, unsanitary living conditions, and  
over-crowded living spaces.

• Who could come to America was, however, a 
contentious issue, and the United States began 
to pass restrictive immigration laws in the late 
1800s and first two decades of the twentieth 
century. 

Photo: Neighborhood Teacher’s Association, 1928 
Folder 23, Box 3, Series 1016 
Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial records, Rockefeller Archive Center
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HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT

• In the 1882, President Chester A. Arthur signed 
the Chinese Exclusion Act, which prohibited 
Chinese laborers from entering the country and, 
for the first time, banned immigration to the U.S. 
for an entire ethnic group. In 1917, Immigration 
Act of 1917 further restricted immigration from 
Asian countries and imposed English literacy 
tests on new immigrants.

• In 1921, the Johnson Act established quotas 
for immigrant admittance based on nationality 
and capped the number of immigrants from any 
given country who could arrive each month at 
20% of that country’s annual quota.

• The Immigration Act of 1924, or Johnson-Reed 
Act, restricted immigration even more severely, 
establishing quotas that allowed only two 
percent of a national group’s population in the 
U.S. based on the 1890 census to enter the 
country. The law also further restricted Asian 
immigration to the U.S. and drastically reduced 
the number of southern and eastern European 
arrivals to the country. 
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DOCUMENT 
GUIDE
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1.    Letter from S.F. Murphy to John D. Rockefeller, Jr., December 29, 1905 

                                     Folder 324 | Box 30 | RG 2 | Series P 

                                     Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center

 2.      Letter to John D. Rockefeller, Jr., April 22, 1913 

      Folder 510 | Box 46 | Series P Welfare Interests, Henry Street Settlement 

     Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center

3.  “Unacademic Education” at the Henry Street Settlement, 1928–1929  
      Folder 510 | Box 46 | Series P 

     Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center

4.      Ernesto Fabbri to John D. Rockefeller, Jr., March 1914 

      Box 30 | RG 2 | Series P 

     International Education Board records, Rockefeller Archive Center

 5.    The Society for Italian Immigrants “Manager’s and Executive     
       Secretary’s Report 1912,” February 26, 1913 

         Folder 314 | Box 30 | RG 2 | Series P 

       International Education Board records, Rockefeller Archive Center

6. “The Visiting Nurse Service: Administered by the Henry Street   
       Settlement,” January 24, 1920 

         Folder 510 | Box 46 | RG 2 | Series P 

       Rockefeller Foundation records, Rockefeller Archive Center

7.    National Institute of Immigrant Welfare, Inc.  
      “A Message to America,”June 1940 

         Folder 312 | Box 29 | RG 2 | Series P 
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 1
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 1 CONTINUED
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Folder 324, Box 30, RG 2, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 1 CONTINUED
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 1 CONTINUED
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 1 CONTINUED
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 1 CONTINUED
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 1 CONTINUED
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 2
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Letter to John D. Rockefeller, Jr., April 22, 1913 
Folder 510, Box 46, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 2 CONTINUED

Letter to John D. Rockefeller, Jr., April 22, 1913 
Folder 510, Box 46, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 2 CONTINUED

Letter to John D. Rockefeller, Jr., April 22, 1913 
Folder 510, Box 46, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 3

Unacademic Education” at the Henry Street Settlement, 1913–1929 
Folder 510, Box 46, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 3 CONTINUED
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 3 CONTINUED
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 3 CONTINUED
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PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 3 CONTINUED

Unacademic Education” at the Henry Street Settlement, 1913–1929 
Folder 510, Box 46, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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Ernesto Fabbri to John D. Rockefeller, Jr., March 1914 
Folder 314, Box 30, RG 2, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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The Society for Italian Immigrants, “Manager’s and Executive Secretary’s Report 1912”, February 26, 1913 
Folder 314, Box 30, RG 2, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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The Society for Italian Immigrants, “Manager’s and Executive Secretary’s Report 1912”, February 26, 1913 
Folder 314, Box 30, RG 2, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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The Society for Italian Immigrants, “Manager’s and Executive Secretary’s Report 1912”, February 26, 1913 
Folder 314, Box 30, RG 2, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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The Society for Italian Immigrants, “Manager’s and Executive Secretary’s Report 1912”, February 26, 1913 
Folder 314, Box 30, RG 2, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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“The Visiting Nurse Service: Administered by the Henry Street Settlement,” January 24, 1920 
Folder 510, Box 46, RG 2, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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National Institute of Immigrant Welfare, Inc., “A Message to America,” June 1940 
Folder 312, Box 29, RG 2, Series P, Office of the Messrs. Rockefeller records, Rockefeller Archive Center.
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GUIDED QUESTIONS
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DOCUMENT 1
1. What is the aim of the Hebrew Technical School for Girls?
2. Describe the courses offered by the school.

DOCUMENT 2
1. How did the Henry Street Settlement come into existence?
2. Why was this letter written to John D. Rockefeller, Jr.?

DOCUMENT 3
1. What were the intended goals of those who became a public health nurse?
2. How did the Henry Street Settlement help achieve those goals?

DOCUMENT 4
1. Of what society is Ernesto Fabbri president?
2. What would John D. Rockefeller, Jr.’s funds continue to support?

DOCUMENT 5
1. What type of document is this and what is its purpose?
2. What were some of the Society’s developments that took place in 1912?

DOCUMENT 6
1. What areas of New York City were covered by the Visiting Nurse Service?
2. For what audience was this document created?

DOCUMENT 7
1. What was the message the National Institute of Immigrant Welfare, Inc. 

hoped to spread?
2. What is the tone of this document?
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SUGGESTED PRIMARY 
SOURCE PROJECTS

PROJECT 1
The students will use provided documents to generate a research question. 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Students will filter through documents to find archival sources of interest.

• Students will learn how to develop a research question.

• Students will learn about the research process.

STUDENT REFLECTION

1. How did you hone your research question?

2. What was the research process like for you?

3. What connections can you make between the documents, daily life, and current issues?

Tenements and Immigration | Suggested Projects
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PROJECT 2
The students create an annotated bibliography of primary and secondary sources  

related to tenements and immigration. 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Students will be introduced to the primary source documents and start to analyze documents.

• Students will learn why and how to cite sources.

• Students will be introduced to pathfinders (links to useful primary and secondary sources).

STUDENT REFLECTION

1. What were some useful searching strategies?

2. Why is an annotated bibliography a useful resource?

3. What are some differences between primary and secondary sources?

Tenements and Immigration | Suggested Projects
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PROJECT 3
The students host a Research Forum where students share their tenements and immigration  

research with their peers and wider community. 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Students will work on close reading, corroborating, 

and contextualizing primary and secondary sources.

• Students will present their research in an organized manner.

• Students will learn effective public speaking strategies.

STUDENT REFLECTION

1. What were some of the difficulties immigrants faced?

2. Describe some of the organizations that were started to help immigrants.

3. What were some important lessons you took away from your research?

Tenements and Immigration | Suggested Projects

SUGGESTED PRIMARY 
SOURCE PROJECTS (CONTINUED)
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PROJECT 4
The students create individual websites focused on three documents of their choosing that they analyzed. 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Students will select, analyze, and cite three documents in a web platform. 

 - Title of document 

 - Type of document 

 - Creator of document 

 - Audience 

 - Important content 

 - Purpose of document and supporting document 

 - Further questions 

• Students will reflect on how the documents can be connected to their present-day community.

• Students will connect the documents to current day issues.

• Students will develop skills in web creation.

• Students will showcase their website to their peers and wider community.

STUDENT REFLECTION

1. Why did you select those three documents?

2. What was the process like when creating your website?

3. What were some important lessons you took away from your document analysis?

Tenements and Immigration | Suggested Projects

SUGGESTED PRIMARY 
SOURCE PROJECTS (CONTINUED)
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Marissa Vassari is Education Program Manager at the Rockefeller Archive Center.  
She coordinates the Archival Educators Roundtable to facilitate communication 
among professionals who use primary sources in public outreach and teaching.  
She holds a BA in Psychology and Special Education, an MA in Childhood  
Education, and an MLIS degree with an Archival Studies specialization. 

Elizabeth Berkowitz was the 2018–2020 Mellon/ACLS Public Fellow at the 
Rockefeller Archive Center, where she worked as the Outreach Program  
Manager for the Research and Education division. An art historian, Elizabeth  
has taught extensively in museums and universities, and has published both  
popular and academic articles. She holds a BA in Art History and English, 
an MA in Modern Art, a Graduate Certificate in Museum Studies, and 
a PhD in Art History.
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The Rockefeller Archive Center (RAC) is a major 
repository and research center dedicated to the  
study of organized philanthropy and the Third Sector.  
It holds the records of over forty major foundations,  
cultural organizations, and research institutions, as  
well as the papers of over one hundred individuals  
associated with these organizations.

The Research and Education (R&E) Program at the  
RAC brings together historians, educators, and archivists  
to explore topics in the history of philanthropy for public, 
scholarly, and professional audiences and to cultivate new 
audiences for archival research. The team’s activities include 
digital publishing, conferences and workshops, educational 
outreach, practitioner engagement, and a competitive 
research stipend award program.

R&E develops and makes available archive-based 
interdisciplinary projects and curricula for levels  
ranging from upper elementary grades to graduate  
study. These materials support the development of 
information literacy and research skills, as well as  
deeper engagement with primary sources and the  
practice of history. R&E also works to strengthen the  
bridge between education and archives by hosting  
workshops and discussions for a growing professional  
network through its Archival Educators Roundtable.
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CONTACT

Rockefeller Archive Center

15 Dayton Avenue 
Sleepy Hollow, NY 10591

www.rockarch.org 
 

education@rockarch.org

http://www.rockarch.org
mailto:education%40rockarch.org?subject=

