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Overview 
 
A Child’s Eye View:  The Immigrant Experience in Pittsburgh is an 
interdisciplinary unit designed to be used with upper elementary school aged 
children (grades four, five and six).  It uses a variety of activities to help students 
develop research and writing skills.  Math skills in data collection and graphing 
are utilized.  In addition, students learn to see themselves and their community as 
part of the great web of history.  Children will see that history is all around them.  
They will be able to use acquired knowledge, and apply it in a creative way to 
produce a work of historical fiction based on historical research of their own 
neighborhood. 
 

I designed this unit with the students of Roosevelt Elementary School in 
mind.  My students are very aware of their neighborhood, and have a natural 
interest in other children. 
 

A picture surfaced at our school of the original Quentin Roosevelt School 
Building.  The photo was taken in 1912, and shows a large number of students 
(dressed in turn of the century style) holding trees that had been donated to the 
school children by a local business man.  The Governor of Pennsylvania was there 
for the presentation. 
 

My students were fascinated by the photograph, and it became a topic of 
conversation that night in many of their homes.  The next day, several children 
returned to school with requests for copies of the photo, and stories about a parent 
or grandparent, great-aunt, uncle or elderly neighbor who had attended the school, 
their stories about attending the school, and even where some of the trees in the 
picture were planted (and still growing!) 
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I realized that this natural curiosity and interest in local history was not 
being addressed in the current fourth grade social studies (Geography) 
curriculum.  I felt that students needed to be able to relate to history on a more 
personal level, and it was important to take advantage of their natural interest in 
the topic. 
 

An interdisciplinary unit about local history also seemed like an ideal 
vehicle for prompting informational and creative writing, teaching research and 
computer skills, and using math skills such as data collection and graphing. 
 
Background Information on Nineteenth Century Pittsburgh 
 
By the 1830’s, Pittsburgh was an industrial center with a population of over 
12,600 --- the third largest city west of the Appalachian Mountains, behind New 
Orleans and Cincinnati.  Nine glass factories, eight rolling mills, six textile mills 
and dozens of foundries, machine and tin shops, tanneries, rope and boat-building 
works made Pittsburgh a thriving city.(Reiser 107,213-214)  The combination of 
available work and available land made our city a destination for many groups of 
immigrants.  Railroad building in the 1840’s and 1850’s made Pittsburgh easily 
accessible from the ports of New York, Philadelphia and Baltimore.  The railroad 
also served to fuel the growth of the area’s industries, particularly iron-making. 
(Appendix 1) 
 

The South Side of the Monongahela River consisted of the boroughs of 
South Pittsburg, Birmingham, East Birmingham and Ormsby (present day Mt. 
Oliver/Carrick).  By the late 1840’s, the combined population of these areas was 
over 7,300, most of whom were Irish and German. 
 

The flat bottom land between the river and the hills (the present day South 
Side flats) was a center for heavy manufacturing.  Iron making employed nearly 
two-fifths of the area’s workforce.  Glassmaking and coal mining were the other 
major industries found there.(Manufacturing Manuscript Census Schedule, 1850)  
The South Side was well on it’s way to becoming part of the Smoky City that was 
Pittsburgh’s image until the closing of the steel mills in the late 1970’s. 
 

The hilly land beyond was still lightly populated, and consisted of small 
family farms, dairy farms and orchards.  Brownsville Road was the main highway 
that began at the top of Eighteenth Street in the Ormsby Borough and continued 
as a heavily traveled route running to the south. 
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Reasons for Immigration 
 
Europe in the early and mid nineteenth century was experiencing a population 
explosion.  Unfortunately, countries did not have the economic resources to deal 
with these masses of people, and many, especially those in Germany, were faced 
with the choice of leaving home or starving. 
 
      “The reason for leaving Germany was quite simple…a chance to own  
        some land, a chance  for their children to escape their status under the  
        feudal system which locked their children into the same level of society 
        in which they were born.  …For instance a “knecht” (common laborer) 
        in Germany could make one reichsthaler per month.  In America, 
        he could earn ten reichsthalers. 
 

  Beginning in about 1830, Neuenkirchen (Germany) lost almost half 
  its population to emigration.  It took almost 100 years before the  
  population was restored to the level it had been before that time. 
  a number of factors were responsible for this, but, quite simply, 
  many of the people could not earn a living under the system in which 
  they lived.  They were starving, and they had no hope for the future” 
  (Boke 18). 

 
The costs of transporting a family from Europe to America were steep.  However, 
the situation was so desperate that some governments actually helped their 
citizens emigrate. 
 
        “…in times of great economic distress, the authorities adopted an      
         emigration-promoting attitude.  Poverty and unemployment could 
         be ameliorated if the population were reduced by migration.  There 
         were fewer poor to be a burden on the public welfare service.  In 
         the 1840’s and 1850’s, several south-west German governments 
         went so far as to support emigration with public funds.  The one- 
         time payment of traveling costs to America for impoverished subjects 
         was cheaper than relief that might possibly have been granted for 
         years” (Moltman 38). 
 
Nineteenth century immigration started slowly, but grew exponentially as the 
century wore on and economic conditions in Europe did not improve. 
 
      With the turn of the century and the end of the Napoleonic Wars 
      in Europe in 1815, immigration rapidly accelerated:  150,000 
      arrived during the 1820’s, 1,700,000 in the 1840’s and a staggering       
      2,300,000 in the 1850’s.  This so-called wave of immigration brought 
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      a total of some five million newcomers to the United States between 
      the Battle of Waterloo and the opening of Castle Garden (1855) 
      (Novotny 58).  
 
The Immigrant Experience 
 
Traveling to America for the average European in the nineteenth century was 
arduous, dangerous and psychologically torturous.  Ships were packed with 
people from every class in accommodations that were filthy, smelly, cramped and 
completely lacking in privacy.  Sickness and death were commonplace.  Robbery, 
rape and hunger were a fact of life on board.  The length of the voyage could last 
anywhere from forty-five to over sixty days.  It took physical and mental strength 
to survive. 
 
Liwwat Boke, a young émigré from Bremen, Germany traveling to western Ohio 
described it thus in her diary (1835): 
 
     Day 12:  We had a completely still wind the whole long day.  The close  
     association is getting us all now.  Every day is detestable, with no  
     satisfactions, and the feeling is contagious.  I notice no decent  
     conversations between passengers, and it takes a strong effort to start 
     one with the other women; they lost their forwardness in Bremen. 
     We think about our new fatherland, and discover in our minds a  
     counterstream of thoughts about our abandoned homeland.  The trip 
     is costly, not merely in money, but also in these contrary feelings. 
     We are alone yet mingled with unfamiliar people of every class.  They 
     are all different.  Frequently the children are friendly, completely  
     agreeable.  People are stingy with their laughter, never light-hearted. 
     Every face has a wrinkled forehead, vacant eyes and a gaping mouth. 
     (Boke 40) (See Packing List, Appendix 2) 
 
 
Rationale 
 
I created this unit, A Child’s Eye View:  The Immigrant Experience in Pittsburgh 
with the intention of making history real and accessible to my students.  Too 
often, our own rich local history is neglected in our school curriculums.  Exposure 
to the diverse cultural and historical heritage of our Pittsburgh neighborhoods is 
important for our students.  It gives them a greater appreciation for their 
hometown and history becomes something they can relate to themselves and to 
their neighborhood.  As Emerson said in Essays, “There is properly no history, 
only biography.”  This idea of history as a reflection of the lives of everyday 
people that lived in our local communities is the basis of this unit. 
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The skills necessary to complete this unit are geared to grades four, five 

and six.  Research skills, writing, reading for specific purposes, and small group 
work are all used extensively throughout the unit.  These skills are currently found 
in the Pittsburgh Public Schools Communications curriculum and standards.  Data 
collection and graphing are skills that are currently part of the Everyday Math 
curriculum and are found in the fourth grade mathematics standards. 
 
Objectives 
 
 
Integrated units are most meaningful in terms of student learning.  It provides an 
immediate response to the age-old questions of “Why do I have to learn this 
stuff?” and “How am I ever going to use this in the real world?” 
 

A Child’s Eye View:  The Immigrant Experience in Pittsburgh is an 
integrated unit incorporating research skills((Communications Standards 4-1 and 
4-5), interviewing skills (Communications Standards 4-6 and 4-7), writing for  
different purposes (Communications Standards 4-3 and 4-4), organizational skills 
and small group work (Communications Standards 4-6 and 4-9) data collection 
(Math Standard 4-7), graphing (Math Standard 4-6), and technological skills such 
as the use of scanners, the internet , word processing and desktop publishing 
(Science and Technology Standards  3, 6 and 9) to create a piece of original 
historical fiction.  Obviously, many standards can be met in an interesting, 
connected way, and students can take pride in their finished product. 
 

This unit is flexible enough that it can be adapted to be used in any 
neighborhood(s), and can easily be modified for special needs students. 
 
 
Strategies 
 
 
This unit will be a successful and popular unit with upper elementary students 
because they have such a boundless natural curiosity.  Researching the history of 
their locality, and applying information to create a finished product will give 
students experience in a wide spectrum of skill areas. 
 

Students will achieve objectives in a variety of disciplines through the 
classroom activities designed for this unit. Communications Standards for the 
fourth grade that are met include: Research skills used in researching landmarks, 
toys, games, education and family life of the mid-1800’s (Communications 
Standards 4-1 and 4-5), interviewing skills used in taking oral histories of their 
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own families, neighbors, and specialists who may provide additional information 
for this project (Communications Standards 4-6 and 4-7), writing for different 
purposes, i.e. entertain and inform through a work of historical fiction 
(Communications Standards 4-3 and 4-4), organizational skills and working in a 
small group to prepare individual sections of the piece and then organize these 
pieces into a cohesive unit (Communications Standards4-6 and 4-9).  
Mathematics Standards that are met include:  data collection (Mathematics 
Standard 4-7) and graphing statistical information such as family sizes and 
immigration trends (Mathematics Standard 4-6).  Science and Technology 
Standards that are applied include:  the use of scanners (Standard 3), the internet 
as a research tool (Standard 6) and desktop publishing (Standards 6 and 9). 
 
 
Classroom Activities 
 
 
This unit will ultimately enable my fourth graders to research and develop a 
historical fiction book about the life and experiences of an immigrant child in 
Pittsburgh.  Children will be working in groups, researching the Carrick/Mt. 
Oliver area during the mid-eighteen hundreds.  They will then narrow the scope of 
their focus to family and everyday life for a fourth grade child of that era and 
neighborhood. School, church, holidays, games and other family and 
neighborhood activities would be covered, all from the point of view of a nine-
year old living in that neighborhood at that time.   
 
   Students would use a variety of research sources (print, film, oral histories, 
electronic media, and field trips) to help them develop a better understanding of 
what life would be like for an immigrant child.   The resources of the Senator 
John Heinz Regional History Center and the collections located at the 
Pennsylvania Room at Carnegie Library in Oakland will be utilized.  They would 
develop a piece of historical fiction based on real events, people and places.  
Students would be responsible for researching, writing, illustrating, editing and 
word processing a finished product.  The completed books would be shared with 
other classes, family and friends.  Copies of these books would be kept in our 
school library for the use and enjoyment of other children in the school.  
 

We begin the unit with students preparing a very basic family tree (see 
Appendix 4).   Students would work at home with their families to prepare a tree 
going back (hopefully) two or three generations.  Foster children and adopted 
children may choose to research the trees of their host/adoptive families.   These 
trees would be presented and shared with classmates.  Discussion from this 
activity should lead to some basic researching of the people listed in the trees 
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(Where were they born?  What kinds of jobs did they have?  Where did they live?  
How many children did they have?) 
 
      Oral histories could be compiled from guided interviews done by the 
students with relatives either listed in the tree, or that would have first-hand 
knowledge of people listed (see Appendix 5).  Interview questions would include 
family size, religion, ethnic background, family stories, notable accomplishments, 
educational level attained aspirations, and information about personal qualities. 
 
      Data taken from the family trees and oral histories will be graphed in class 
to show students similarities and differences between the families.  Places of 
origin, local residences, family size and occupations are all possibilities to be 
examined in this activity.  The graphing will help to get students thinking about 
possible variables of personality and circumstance that could be used in their 
stories.  
 
      Research on historical events in the world and in Western Pennsylvania 
will begin after the graphing.  The idea will be to determine why people would 
want (or need) to leave their homeland to seek out a new life in America.  
Connections will be made to the family trees and oral histories.  The class will 
prepare a time line of important world events that might have an impact on 
immigration to the U.S. 
 
      As a next step, students will read both fictional and true accounts of 
children coming to America as immigrants.  There are a variety of books to 
choose from, and each group will be responsible for reading four books (one per 
student) and reporting on them to the class. 
 
      Once basic selections have been discussed in regard to ethnicity and time 
period (in our case, a child of German ethnicity will be used, residing in the 
Carrick/Mt. Oliver area during the 1840’s) , we will spend the day at the Carnegie 
Library in Oakland, specifically using the resources of the Pennsylvania Room.  
An additional day for researching will be spent at the Senator John Heinz 
Regional History Center.  This will enable students to see primary resources of 
the time, unique to the Pittsburgh area.  Students will utilize microfiches of 
newspapers, advertisements, ship rosters and other pertinent records.  
 
      As a class, we will decide what information should be included in all 
group books (general topics such as family life, school, holidays, games, chores, 
etc.).  Students will then break the categories down, decide who will be 
responsible for each section, and begin work on writing and illustrating.  Each 
group will edit and word process their finished product.  Covers will be made, and 
volumes laminated and bound. 
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     Upon completion, all groups will present their books to the class. 
 
 
 

Annotated Student Bibliography 
 

Eiseman,Alberta.  From Many Lands,  New York, Atheneum, 1970. 
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Beginners,  New York, Workman, 1991. 
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American Immigration.  
 Danbury, CT:  Grolier International, 1999. 
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and status of those groups who have immigrated to America throughout history. 
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Reiser, Catherine Elizabeth.  Pittsburgh’s Commercial Development, 1800-1850.  
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Buck, Solon J. and Elizabeth Hawthorn  The Planting of Civilization in  
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History of Allegheny County, Pennsylvania: including its early settlement and 
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Information originally from the Pittsburgh School Bulletin, May, 1928 about the 
early public schools of Pittsburgh. 
 
Dahlinger, Charles W.  Pittsburgh:  A Sketch of its Early Social Life. 
Notes prominent early German settlements and families. 
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Content Standards 
The following are a list of Content Standards met within the study of this unit.  
All standards given refer to the standards established by the Pittsburgh Board of 
Education for fourth grade students. 
 
 
Communications Standards 
4-1:  Using research skills 
4-3 and 4-4:  Writing for different purposes 
4-5:  Incorporating research skills 
4-6:  Interviewing skills 
4-7:  Using organizational skills and working as part of a small group 
4-9:  Organizing written material into a cohesive work 
 
Mathematics Standards 
4-6:  Graphing 
4-7:  Data collection and interpretation 
 
Science and Technology Standards 
3:  Being able to use technological equipment 
6:  Using the Internet as a research tool 
9:  Desktop publishing 
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