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Lesson Plan: Patterns of Assimilation: How Does One Become “American”? (With Difficulty!) 

Background: The word assimilation and its companion metaphor, the melting pot, have long 
been used to convey an understanding or assumption that newcomers — immigrants — must 
somehow conform to a certain notion of “Americanness” in order to fit in, be accepted, and 
ultimately become a citizen. The notion of assimilation has existed since the very beginnings of 
our country going back deep into colonial times. One question behind this concept is, “Who is 
assimilating into what?” The lesson starts with taking students through a quick overview of 
the history of what assimilation has meant in American history with a particular focus on the 
Asian American experience. Following the overview, students will explore the challenges that 
Chinese and Asian Americans have faced on that path towards becoming American. Some of 
these challenges are ones faced not only by immigrants, but also by Native Americans and 
African Americans. Other challenges have taken on specific characteristics related to 
stereotypes about Asians, most notably ones portraying Asians as the model minority and the 
perpetual foreigner. By the end of the lesson, students will reassess the meaning of 
assimilation in the context of today’s America.  

Objectives: Students will be able to: 

1. Identify people and events associated with the concept of assimilation and what
that term meant at the time.

2. Analyze the historical and sociological circumstances of the times to explain reactions to
different peoples coming into the U.S.

3. Consider the relevance of assimilation today.

Essential Question: What does it truly mean to be accepted as an American? 

Grade Level: Middle and High School 

Duration: 1-2 periods 

Activities:  
1. Icebreaker: Ask the class to think back into American history and list all the various

nationalities or groups of people who came to settle America and arrived as
immigrants later. They can do this in small groups: make lists, add approximate dates,
share and compare lists with classmates. See how they match up with the history. See:
History.com https://www.history.com/topics/colonial-america
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Immigration History  
https://immigrationhistory.org/timeline/ 

Show the accompanying slideshow to the class: 
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1bLIKf19Cb7BjwPHDj1aLrXyL-
CS4I9OczwJXMcIkiVU/edit?slide=id.p#slide=id.p  

During the presentation, the teacher should use the notes (see Supplement at end of 
lesson plan) in the slideshow as the basis for note-taking by students. The notes are 
also provided as a supplement at the end of the lesson.  

Assessment: Along with the notes above, have students apply their understanding of 
the term assimilation given what they have learned from the lesson. Consider questions 
such as:  

● Are there other words or terms that better describe how immigrants go
through the process of “Americanization”? (adaptation, belonging, adjusting,
integrating…?)

● What parallels can be drawn from the past to today’s questions about
immigration, race, and ethnicity?

● Using as inspiration the letter of Isaac Landman in The Hebrew Weekly from
1924 that asks W.E.B. DuBois to join in imagining the future in 2000, turn that
question to the present and imagine what America will be like in 2100?

● Draw a political cartoon, express your thoughts through a drawing, collage,
photo, or poem that captures a theme you identify that runs through this
theme of becoming an American.

Additional Resources: 

History.com  
https://www.history.com/topics/colonial-america 

Immigration History  
https://immigrationhistory.org/timeline/ 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1bLIKf19Cb7BjwPHDj1aLrXyL-CS4I9OczwJXMcIkiVU/edit?slide=id.p#slide=id.p
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1bLIKf19Cb7BjwPHDj1aLrXyL-CS4I9OczwJXMcIkiVU/edit?slide=id.p#slide=id.p
https://www.history.com/topics/colonial-america
https://immigrationhistory.org/timeline/
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Digital History, Bhagat Singh Thind v. United States  
http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtid=3&psid=41 

Melting Pot Theory 
“One Nation, Indivisible: Is It History?”:  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
srv/national/longterm/meltingpot/melt0222.htm 

“From the Melting Pot to the Tossed Salad Metaphor: Why Coercive Assimilation 
Lacks the Flavors Americans Crave”:  
https://hilo.hawaii.edu/campuscenter/hohonu/volumes/documents/Vol04x06Fromth
eMeltingPot. pdf (access needs request to U. of Hawaii, Hilo). 

The Mortar of Assimilation – and the one element that won’t mix.  
Puck Magazine, 1889  
Source: American Social History Project: https://shec.ashp.cuny.edu/items/show/642 

Viet Thanh Nguyen  
https://vietnguyen.info/ 

TIME Magazine: “I Love America. That’s Why I Have to Tell the Truth 
About It”: https://time.com/magazine/us/5455477/november-26th-
2018-vol-192-no-22-u-s/  
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