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Introduction
by Dr. Rose Rudnitski

Immigration is not only important to our country’s history; recent

demographic statistics show that our future population growth will come from
immigration and not from native birth. Immigration deserves its prime place in
our social studies curriculum; yet the social studies are being pushed aside in the
curriculum by No Child Left Behind’s heavy emphasis on testing in English
Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics, leaving our children’s civic and character
education to fend for the brief periods of instructional time that many elementary
classrooms can allot to them after focusing on the tested subjects through which
schools are judged.

This curriculum addresses the need to study immigration while developing
ELA and mathematical skills in real contexts. Students use real
documents to follow not only the collective history of the region, but also
the unique journeys of individual people who came to this area seeking a
better life. Literacy and analytical skills are developed using documents
and records that students might encounter in life — and life is not divided
into subjects. Charts and graphs that help with the 5" and 8™ grade
assessments are applied in deciphering the stories of people who lived in
our region. All the activities are conducive to small groups and partner
work, reflecting the real world experience of working cooperatively.

The focus on local immigration and the stories of people in places with
familiar names like Kingston and Gardiner grabs the students’ interest.
These stories happened here. These people lived and worked here. Their
neighbors sometimes misunderstood them or they experienced prejudice
and stereotyping. Some were not even considered important enough to
include in the records. For instance, it was quite difficult to find records
on women. These are issues that students need to discuss not only
because they are part of our history, but because they are issues today in
Ulster County just as much as they were in the past. Through this
curriculum, students become historians, doing exactly what historians do —
searching through documents that remain from the past, analyzing them,
and trying to make sense of the puzzle they present. It is fascinating
work, and as they delve deeper into it, they develop empathy for the
people who were just names on paper. Character education does not
have to come from separate character curricula that are disconnected
from the students’ lives and studies; it can be infused as it is here.
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e This curriculum wastes no classroom time. Written
with the New York State Social Studies tests in
mind, it is built on the NYS Learning Standards and
does not diverge from knowledge, skills and
dispositions that help them to achieve high scores
on tests while it emphasizes the interesting and
personal stories that children and adolescents enjoy.

e Experiencing this curriculum will help students do well on the tests, but it
by no means limits their creativity. It enhances their higher level
reasoning skills with activities that require analysis, interpretation, and
evaluation. There are many instances in which there is not a right or
wrong answer, but an interpretation that requires justification. It also
addresses different modalities and learning styles.

I urge you to try this curriculum and let us know what you think. What was
good? What needs to be improved? The best went into this work, but now it is
up to you to make it and the people whose stories are contained in it come alive
for your students as they came alive for us.
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