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Impact of the 1965 Immigration and Nationalization Act  
(Hart-Celler Act)  
 
The World Comes to Us: A Fresh Perspective on What We Teach and the Students We're 
Teaching 
(Originally developed as a PD workshop for teachers. Adaptable for that purpose and for 
classroom use.) 
 
Grade Level(s)/Subjects: Middle and High School; U.S. History, Civics, Language Arts 
 
Objectives: Participants will be able to: 
1. To explain with specific examples how someone from an immigrant background might see 

experiences very differently from others who have been in the U.S. for a long time. 
2. To understand how one’s identity is shaped by one’s family, community, and personal 

experiences,  
 
Essential Question: How and why did America change demographically so drastically in the last 
50 years?   
 
Standards: 
UCLA Public History Initiative: 
United States History Content Standards: Eras 9, 10: Postwar U.S. (1945-1970); Contemporary 
U.S. 1968 to present). 
Educating For American Democracy: 
The Seven Themes - Educating for American Democracy: Theme 3: History and Civics: We The 
People 
 
Connect to themes of immigration, government, civil rights, labor, expansion, foreign policy, 
human geography, sociology, economics. See state and local school division standards and 
programs of study to determine best fit for the lesson and materials. 
 
Duration: 45 to 90 minutes 
 
Activities: 
The accompanying slideshow (Hart-Celler slideshow) can be used to introduce the theme to 
teachers as part of professional development and adapted for students to guide the lesson and 
enrich the activities below. Hart-Celler slideshow.pptx 
 
Study the following documents (included at the end of the lesson). This can be done by small 
groups taking each one of the following: 
 

https://phi.history.ucla.edu/nchs/united-states-history-content-standards/
https://www.educatingforamericandemocracy.org/the-roadmap/7themes/#we-the-people
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1z8zOOy00hTyi7SyDn_u_ZDiuVR4WWjBn/edit#slide=id.p1


 

 
 
 

 
©1882 Foundation 2022 

2 

1. President Johnson’s Remarks, Oct. 3, 1965 
2. Language from the Hart-Celler Act (see lesson plan from City Univ. of NY) 
3. Wong Kim Ark document and image Departure Statement of Wong Kim Ark | DocsTeach 
4. Post-1965 Asian American activism. (from Smithsonian Asian Pacific Center’s “I Want the 

Wide American Earth” poster series) 
I Want the Wide American Earth 

 
Historic cartoon relating the Act to present.  
 
 
Assessment: Each of the activities above includes a formative assessment. Two examples, on 
the pages following, are excellent personal reflections that can spur student interpretations and 
reflections of their own. The story “Among the Boat People” by Nhi Chung, and the collage by 
Phuong Vuong can be used as a way to have students assess and discuss the struggle for 
survival, how to make it in this new land, and navigate a path to find their own identity.  
 
Last modified: 1-10-24 
Creator: Ting-Yi Oei 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.docsteach.org/documents/document/departure-statement-of-wong-kim-ark
https://smithsonianapa.org/earth/
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President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Remarks at the Signing of the Immigration Bill, Liberty Island, 
New York, October 3, 1965  

Mr. Vice President, Mr. Speaker, Mr. Ambassador Goldberg, distinguished members of the 
leadership of the Congress, distinguished governors and mayors, my fellow countrymen:  

This bill that we will sign today is not a revolutionary bill. It does not affect the lives of millions. 
It will not reshape the structure of our daily lives or really add importantly to either our wealth 
or our power. Yet it is still one of the most important acts of this Congress and of this 
administration.  

For it does repair a very deep and painful flaw in the fabric of American justice. It corrects a 
cruel and enduring wrong in the conduct of the American Nation. This bill says simply that from 
this day forth those wishing to immigrate to America shall be admitted on the basis of their 
skills and their close relationship to those already here.  

This is a simple test, and it is a fair test. Those who can contribute most to this country—to its 
growth, to its strength, to its spirit—will be the first that are admitted to this land.  

The fairness of this standard is so self-evident that we may well wonder that it has not always 
been applied. Yet the fact is that for over four decades the immigration policy of the United 
States has been twisted and has been distorted by the harsh injustice of the national origins 
quota system.  

Under that system the ability of new immigrants to come to America depended upon the 
country of their birth. Only 3 countries were allowed to supply 70 percent of all the immigrants. 
Families were kept apart because a husband or a wife or a child had been born in the wrong 
place. Men of needed skill and talent were denied entrance because they came from southern 
or eastern Europe or from one of the developing continents.  

This system violated the basic principle of American democracy—the principle that values and 
rewards each man on the basis of his merit as a man.  

We can now believe that it will never again shadow the gate to the American Nation with the 
twin barriers of prejudice and privilege.  

The days of unlimited immigration are past.  

But those who do come will come because of what they are, and not because of the land from 
which they sprung.  

Source: “Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1965,” Volume 
II, entry 546, pp. 1037–1040. Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1966.  
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AMONG THE BOAT PEOPLE 
Prose by Nhi (Nancy) Chung 
 
To sleep, to take a risk. So, I used to think in those days, in 1978. 
 
There was only one stairway leading up from the hold of the boat where I was sleeping. The 
space was huge, containing about 2,000 refugees. We lay on big sacks of flour. If the boat 
flooded, most everyone would drown trying to get up the stairs. 
 
Our ship was anchored about one mile out from Manila. We had come on a roundabout route 
after escaping South Vietnam. 
 
I had a cold. I got it when I had been dumped in the water. The captain who had been 
contracted to secretly take refugees from Vietnam to Indonesia was too greedy for gold. The 
boat was overloaded with 600 passengers. Within an hour of sneaking off the coast, we began 
to founder. The ship sank and we ended up in the water. Another ship was close by and a few 
of us managed to get pulled onto that ship. 200 survived. Some families lost everyone. 
 
I’m one like that. Only one left. My uncle had arranged for four families to come out. One family 
was just a single man. He drowned. A second was parents and two daughters, very religious 
people. All day as we waited to board, they chanted to Buddha, fingering their beads. They all 
died. Then there was Ho Jie. She was a quiet, wasn’t athletic and couldn’t swim. But she 
survived. 
 
My family had four people. My mother and younger brother couldn’t swim so when we went 
down, I knew they were lost. However, my younger sister was a strong swimmer. She didn’t 
make it either. 
 
If you think about it, things happen so fast. Only one night, everything changed. One night you 
don’t have any friends left. You sit with a lot of friends and relatives. In a few seconds, 
everybody is gone. Then all the faces you see are strangers. And no belongings either. All the 
belongings sunk in the water. 
 
It’s really a terrible thing to be swimming in a heavy sea at night, choking on dirty water, with 
people screaming all around you, screaming like hungry ghosts coming out of hell, all around 
you and below you. 
 
When people pulled my leg, I kicked them down. Later, I thought, maybe that was my mother. I 
didn’t want to think about it. 
 
People later asked me how I dealt with the trauma. I had made friends on the boat, people who 
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were a similar age, in their twenties, who slept around me. We spent all our time together. We 
slept next to each other, talked and would go up on deck together where we could watch the 
seagulls flying. 
 
I guess when big things happen you either get crazy and kill yourself or become strong. The 
Cantonese put it like this, “Jurng bey oi been sing lick lern.” (Move your sadness into strength.) 
 
 
 
Source: Wing Luke Museum (http://www.wingluke.org) Belonging: Before and After the 
Immigration Act of 1965 https://www.wingluke.org/?s=belonging 
 
 
 

 
 
Source: Wing Luke Museum, Seattle, Washington. From the Exhibition, Belonging: Before and 
After the Immigration Act of 1965  
http://belonging.janellequibuyen.com/#section-2 
 
 

https://www.wingluke.org/?s=belonging
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Mug shots of three Chinese immigrants captured in a sting on smuggling across the U.S.-Mexico 
border in 1911. Back then, border crackdowns focused on Chinese and other foreigners barred 
from entering the United States -- not on Mexicans and other Latinos. "1965 Immigration Law 
Changed Face of America" by Jennifer Ludden (National Public Radio) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5391395
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5391395
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Questions: 

1. Who are all the people in the funnel? 
 

2. What is “Uncle Sam” doing? 
 

3. What does the 3% sign mean? 
 

4. Explain the caption, “The Only Way to Handle It.” 
 

5. What year do you think the cartoon dates from? 
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Wong Kim Ark: His Supreme Court case (1898) was the landmark decision affirming his right to 
be an American, based on the fact that he was born on American soil. 
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Resources: 
 
Note: Embedded within the slides of the presentation are links to resources for the individual 
slides. Hart-Celler slideshow.pptx 
 
Smithsonian Asian Pacific American Center 
https://smithsonianapa.org/earth/ 
 
Learning For Justice: 
Discussion Questions for 'I Want the Wide American Earth' | Learning for Justice 
 
Wing Luke Museum, Seattle, Washington 
https://www.wingluke.org 
 
 
 
 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1z8zOOy00hTyi7SyDn_u_ZDiuVR4WWjBn/edit#slide=id.p1
https://smithsonianapa.org/earth/
https://www.learningforjustice.org/classroom-resources/lessons/discussion-questions-for-i-want-the-wide-american-earth
https://www.wingluke.org/

