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To encourage kids to question their assumptions 
and monolithic perspectives about others, we invite 
them to examine stereotypes. We consider who 
is traditionally viewed as an immigrant and who 
is “American”. Learning about others’ personal 
experiences helps kids take a more critical stance 
and reflect on their own ideas and biases. When this 
happens, classroom discussions become more open 
and inclusive.

Recently, Stephanie took the time to talk 
with some friends about questions they are 
often asked:

Where are you from?  
Have you been to your country?
Why don’t you have an accent? 
How long have you been here?

What do these questions reveal? Chimimanda Ngozi 
Adiche suggests that if we hear only a single story 
about another person or country, we risk a critical 
misunderstanding. In in her famous 2009 TED talk, 
The Danger of a Single Story, she says “The single 
story creates stereotypes, and the problem with 
stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they 
are incomplete.  They make one story become the 
only story.”

We include articles about the history and more recent 
events surrounding immigration and migration from 
many different perspectives. This helps to address 
monolithic ideas and assumptions about heritage and 
cultural traditions. We include articles that surface 
common themes of facing challenges and being 
resilient. Most importantly, these articles illustrate 
ways in which peoples’ personal experiences, cultural 
traditions, languages, and histories have enriched life 
in the U.S. 

Immigration Past and Present
3 Practices for Teachers and Students

We strive to create classroom conversations that challenge stereotypes, foster 
inclusiveness by telling personal and family stories, and offer a new take on how we view 
immigration and migration both in the past and in the present. Here are three ways we 
believe kids can engage with what’s going on with immigration past and present.

1. Challenge stereotypes of “Where are you from?”
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This collaboration between the University of 
Northern Colorado and the Weld County School 
District and the community grew out of Family 
Literacy events for English language learners, 
newcomers, immigrant students, and their families. 
This project captured stories in the students’ own 
words, as they are learning English. 

When students tell their own and their family stories, 
we foster connections and a deeper understanding of 
all that kids bring to our classrooms: their identities, 
experiences, languages, and cultures. Creating a 
classroom collection of student’s personal stories 
honors the diverse voices that are an important part 
of our communities. We know many districts that 
have options for kids and teachers to publish their 
work; websites are another way to take kids’ work 
public and share it with others.

2. Share and value personal and family stories.

Because some family stories are unknown, difficult, or even traumatic, we encourage teachers to suggest a 
wide range of ways for students to share something meaningful and of interest to them. Some possibilities 
include poetry, art projects, music, or cultural research. Encouraging them to do this in a safe, welcoming 
environment is essential, remembering that it’s important to respect and be sensitive to experiences students 
may wish to keep private. This goes a long way towards ensuring that students and their stories are listened 
to, relished, and understood. 
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 3. Explore a new take on immigration—in the 
past and the present.

The article Four Themes of Immigration offers 
different perspectives on immigration and 
migration in our history, challenging a more 
“traditional” view of this topic. Here is a fresh look 
at the role of migration and immigration. Reading 
and discussing this article with your class provides 
a broader view of how the movements of people to, 
across, and within our nation’s boundaries shaped 
the history of our country.

To help teachers prepare for conversations, 
questions, or misconceptions that their students may 
have about immigration, we included the article 
“Ten Myths About Immigration” from Learning for 
Justice (formerly Teaching Tolerance) to expand our 
knowledge and understanding around migration and 
immigration issues.
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