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Chinese Immigration and Exclusion Lesson Plan 

Central Historical Question: 
Why was Chinese immigration restricted in 1882? 

Materials: 
• Chinese Immigration and Exclusion PowerPoint
• Copies of Timeline
• Copies of Documents A-D
• Copies of Graphic Organizer
• Copies of Chinese Exclusion Essay Prompt (Optional)

Plan of Instruction: 

1. Introduction: Use PowerPoint to establish background information.

a. Slide 2: Chinese Immigration. The 1849 California Gold Rush sparked dramatic
migration to San Francisco and nearby gold mining communities, including that
of thousands of immigrants from China. By 1852, as many as 25,000 Chinese
lived in California, when the state’s total population was around 255,000. In
addition to the lure of gold, many of these immigrants were fleeing economic and
political troubles in China, including the Opium Wars, Taiping Rebellion, crop
failure, and famines. Most of these immigrants were from Guangdong (Canton)
Province, which was hit particularly hard by the wars and natural disasters and
was located near Hong Kong, a major point of departure.

b. Slide 3: The Transcontinental Railroad. Another incentive to move to the United
States came after Congress passed the Pacific Railroad Act in 1862. Under this
act, the federal government issued government bonds to investors and gave
federal land to railroad companies as payment for building the railroads. The
government hired two companies to build the first transcontinental railroad. The
Union Pacific was hired to build tracks westward from the Missouri River, and the
Central Pacific was hired to build from California toward the east. The first
transcontinental railroad was completed on May 10, 1869, when the Central
Pacific and the Union Pacific met in Promontory Point, Utah.

c. Slide 4: Chinese Railroad Laborers. The railroad companies needed thousands
of laborers to do the grueling and dangerous work of building the railroads. The
Union Pacific employed thousands of European immigrants, many of whom were
from Ireland. Unlike the Union Pacific, the Central Pacific, which was building
from California to the east, did not have access to a large pool of laborers from
Europe and struggled to find enough laborers to complete the work on time. To
meet this demand, the Central Pacific hired thousands of workers from China.
Chinese laborers quickly earned a reputation as reliable, hardworking
employees. Many of the Chinese railroad workers were young men who hoped to
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earn money to send to their families in China. Even though Chinese workers 
worked longer hours than workers of European descent, the Central Pacific paid 
them the same wage or less. Additionally, Chinese workers were required to pay 
for their food, lodging, and tools to work, which the railroad companies provided 
to white workers at no cost. Historians estimate that between 50 and 150 
Chinese workers died constructing the transcontinental railroad. 

 
Note: The Chinese Railroad Workers in North America Project at Stanford 
University is a great resource on the history of Chinese laborers who worked on 
American railroads. You can learn more at chineserailroadworkers.stanford.edu.  

 
d. Slide 5: The Chinese Exclusion Act. Hostility to Chinese immigration was high, 

especially on the West Coast, which had the most Chinese immigrants. Chinese 
immigrants faced violence and severe discrimination in employment, marriage, 
and property ownership.  

 
In 1882, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, which suspended the 
immigration of all Chinese laborers for ten years and required every Chinese 
person entering or leaving the country to carry paperwork. This was the first law 
in United States history to broadly restrict immigration based on national origin, 
and it dramatically reduced the number of lawfully admitted Chinese immigrants. 
To appease American investors who were concerned that the act would have a 
negative effect on trade with China, Congress exempted students, teachers, 
merchants, and diplomats from exclusion. 
 
Congress later expanded the restrictions on immigration from China. The Scott 
Act in 1888 restricted re-entry for Chinese residents of the United States if they 
left the country, and the Geary Act in 1892 renewed the Chinese Exclusion Act 
for another ten years. Only in 1943, after China became an American ally against 
Japan in World War II, did Congress repeal the various Chinese Exclusion Acts. 
 
Note: Historian Beth Lew Williams writes that the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 
began an era of restriction on Chinese immigration to the United States but that 
the era of exclusion of Chinese immigrants began in 1888, when funding for anti-
Chinese immigration enforcement increased tenfold and loopholes in the law 
were closed.1 The exclusion era lasted until 1942.  

 
e. Slide 6: Central Historical Question. Today we are going to examine four 

historical documents to answer the question: Why was Chinese immigration 
restricted in 1882? 

 
 
2. Hand out Timelines. Review with students: Use the timeline to generate hypotheses 

in response to this question: Why was Chinese immigration restricted in 1882? 
                                                
1 Beth Lew-Williams, "The Chinese Must Go: Immigration, Deportation and Violence in the 19th-century 
Pacific Northwest," PhD diss., Stanford University, 2011. 
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Elicit student hypotheses and have students fill in hypothesis section of Graphic 
Organizer. Some hypotheses that students might come up with: 

 
• A racist movement against the Chinese had gained momentum. 

o If students don’t hypothesize that an anti-Chinese movement grew 
in the 1870s, ask them to look carefully at the timeline of events in 
the 1870s. The acts of anti-Chinese violence and anti-Chinese 
legislation named in the timeline were part of an intensifying anti-
Chinese mass movement. 

• Since the transcontinental railroad was finished, American investors would 
not have opposed a ban on Chinese immigration as strongly. 

• The Panic of 1873 meant more Americans were unemployed and wanted to 
decrease competition for jobs. 

 
 
3. Hand out Documents A-D and have students complete the Graphic Organizer and 

optional Chinese Exclusion Essay Prompt. 
 
Note: Documents A and D contain “Chinaman” and “Chinamen,” words that did not 
necessarily carry negative connotations in the late nineteenth century but that are 
today outdated and offensive. We recommend preparing students for this content. 

 
If your students are new to document analysis, you may want to analyze the first 
document together as a class to model your thinking and ensure that they are on 
track. You might also choose to discuss each of the subsequent documents as 
students complete them.  

 
This passage by historian Beth Lew Williams is a useful summary of the historical 
debate and may help you guide student thinking about the documents and the 
Central Historical Question: 

 
Why did the federal government pass the Chinese Restriction Act in 1882? 
Scholars agree that the answer lies in economics, politics, and prejudice—
although they differ on which motivation was most salient. . . . Economics played 
a significant part in the formation of the anti-Chinese movement, but only 
because the economic situation was viewed by white westerners through a lens 
of racial assumptions. During a time of market booms and busts in the 1870s, 
white westerners believed that ‘cheap’ and abundant Chinese labor would be 
used by American monopolists to undercut the wages of white workers. Since 
white westerners assumed that the Chinese were inassimilable outsiders—
instead of potential proletariat allies—they saw the Chinese as a significant threat 
to the American worker and to the American family.2 

 

                                                
2  Ibid, p.21. 
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Note: Analyzing Document B can be difficult. While the other documents provide 
direct evidence of what led to the restriction of Chinese immigration in 1882, 
Document B, instead, provides context for the growth of an anti-Chinese movement 
in the 1870s. This movement, in turn, led to the legislation that restricted (and later, 
excluded) Chinese immigration. 

 
 
4. Class Discussion. Check for student understanding of how each document provides 

evidence of the economic and/or racist motives that spawned the Chinese Exclusion 
Act of 1882. Ask students, How did your understanding of Documents A and B 
change after reading Documents D and E? How can we make sense of all four 
documents together? Support students in considering the ways that the economic 
argument for Chinese restriction and exclusion was based on racial assumptions. 

 
 
5. Writing Assignment/Final Discussion (Optional). If students completed the writing 

assignment, the final discussion can center on student theses and how each of the 
documents provided evidence to support their claims. If students did not complete the 
writing assignment, you can generate a thesis statement as a class and then discuss 
how each document would support it.  

 
 
6. Assessment. In addition to monitoring student learning and understanding during the 

lesson, you may want to assess student learning later in the unit or on an end-of-unit 
assessment. One idea would be to use the following History Assessment of Thinking 
(HAT) from Beyond the Bubble:  
 
https://sheg.stanford.edu/history-assessments/transcontinental-railroad 
 
This HAT presents students with a photograph of the “wedding of the rails” at 
Promontory Point, Utah. It then asks students to reason about how the event 
depicted is connected to the California Gold Rush and to Chinese Exclusion 
legislation. You could use this HAT as an activity to spiral back to thinking about 
historical evidence and get a sense of student learning. You could also build this into 
a broader assessment to gauge whether students have learned the skills and content 
taught in this lesson and determine whether students need further instruction in these 
areas.  
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Document C 
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two Houses of Congress on Chinese Immigration, October 21, 1876, p. 30-31. 
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Letter from Wong Ar Chong to William Lloyd Garrison, February 28, 1879. (19 February 1903). 
http://www.slate.com/blogs/the_vault/2014/05/28/chinese_exclusion_act_letter_from_chinese_a
merican_merchant_to_william_lloyd.html 




