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Reading and Writing (and 
Singing and Dancing) to 
Learn About Immigration
What's your name? 
Why are you coming here? 
Do you know English? 
Do you have a sickness? 
What's in your suitcase? 
Are you a spy?
This country's gettin crowded
do we have enough space?
We've got a lot of different people living in
this place.

This country's gettin' louder
there are many new sounds
we've got a lot of different music traveling
around.
These sentiments sprang to life in a 
delightful musical production by the 
three 5th grade classrooms at Seattle's 
Dearborn Park Elementary School. 
The chorus expressed the children s 
conclusions:

Away, away, to have a better home, 
for better education, 
for better occupations, 
together in a nation we call home.
Immigrants bring us new perspectives, 
moving our world in new directions, 
bringing together different ways of life
Welcome the changing forms of culture, 
welcome the changing forms of fashion, 
moving in the hope of finding a better way

Along with democracy and eco 
nomic development, the gathering of 
diverse peoples in the United States is 
one of the most important ideas 
treated in the social studies curricu 
lum. But can 11-year-olds work with 
it in a way that might help them build 
a reasonable, albeit initial, under 
standing?

Their teachers thought so Amy 
Inokoji-Johnson, Janice Hunt, and Jim 
Goltz provided students with ample 
informauon on immigration coupled 
with ingenious ways for them to apply

that information and connect it with 
their own experiences "We tried to 
give the kids a real feeling for what 
immigration is like," Goltz said The 
films Golden Mountain on Moll Street 
and The Girl Who Spelled Freedom 
helped, as did the books Immigrant 
Kids by Russell Freedman (Dutton 
1980) and Yoshiko Uchida's Journey 
Home (Macmillan 1978) The center 
piece was Bette Bao Lord's In the Year 
of the Boar and Jackie Robinson 
(Harper and Row Junior Books 1986)

Reading and music specialists Lois 
Sax and Jeanine Johnston and Princi 
pal Carmen Chan thought so, too. On 
small grants from a local arts commis 
sion, they brought to the school a 
composer, mime artists, and actresses 
The performing arts met the social 
studies, and the rendezvous worked 
splendidly The collaboration culmi 
nated in the production "In the Year of 
the Immigrant "

"In the Year of the Immigrant" put 
all 75 5th graders on stage, not just a few. 
"These kids were really committed to a 
quality production. They rose to our 
expectations," marveled Johnston The 
lyrics were woven from the rxxjks and 
films and from what these students 
had written about leaving a homeland, 
anticipating a new land, and their own 
ethnic identities
Coming to a new language.
Away from a place where snow is deep
Coming to weather that can't make up its
mind
Away from soldiers in uniform with tanks
and guns.
Coming to streets paved with gold.
Away from where the rivers flow
Coming to cement streets.
Away from the people who love me
Coming to dangerous people.
Being an Asian American is so tough, 
people make fun of your color, 
when you tell them to stop, 
they just start to laugh.

1 am a Black American who does it all 
and never stops till it's done. I am a Black 
American who loves all kinds. I am a Black 
American who can stand up for my rights 
I am a Black American who can fight for my 
time and money I am a Black American, 
yes, I can stand up for my rights

They also advised children who 
were about to come to Seattle:

Dear Chong Wong Hi' Welcome to 
America I hope you don't have to go 
through too much trouble at the airport 
I'll be waiting for you at the main door for 
China airlines

In America, there are things that are 
different . There are toilets that you sit 
on. You do not have to squat down and get 
your legs sore I'll teach you how to flush 
it Flush means to push a button or handle 
and the water goes down and clean water 
comes up Here's a picture .

Also, there are really bad gangs. Like 
Crips and Bloods Bloods wear red, Crips 
wear blue When you see a gang like this, 
run as fast as you can

The 5th graders presented "In the 
Year of the Immigrant" first to class 
mates, then in the evening to parents 
So successful were both performances 
that a third was arranged for the stu 
dents of another elementary schtxil 
across town.

Dearborn Park is one of Seattle's 
most diverse elementary schtxjls, with 
Asians, blacks, and whites in roughly 
equal numbers. One-third of the stu 
dents are "at risk Many are bused, 
some spending two hours a day trav 
eling to and from. None missed any of 
the performances Lingering after the- 
evening performance, parent Trish 
Nicola was reflective: "Something like 
this is enough to make you think it's all 
working."D
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