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Immigrants versus Refugees 
 
Goal: The purpose of this lesson is to leave students with a clear idea of what the legal 
distinction between an immigrant and a refugee is, and to provoke critical thought about 
whether this distinction is clear-cut, meaningful and/or useful.  
 
Objective: Students will develop critical thinking skills as well as obtain factual 
information on the distinction between immigrants and refugees. 
 
Specifically, students will:  

• Students talk about family histories of immigration 
• Watch second half of The New Americans Nwidor family history 
• Draw web of human needs, discuss integration 
• Watch segment from same movie  on family of Pedro Flores 
• Debate: Is there a clear difference between economic migrants and political 

refugees? 
 
Materials:  
 
PBS DVD: The New Americans: Supporting Families 
Powerpoint Presentation 
From PBS Module Discussion Guide, Demograpics page 9 
News article contending that economic migrants are abusing asylum system 
 
Procedure: 
 
1) Pre-video framing discussion: Clearly a critical role of the state is to protect citizens’ 
rights.  People study USIS flashcards because they wish for certain rights. But can’t the 
state also violate rights?  Elicit examples and introduce theme of persecution. 
 

http://www.createspace.com/Store/ShowTtl.jsp?id=205412
http://www.itvs.org/outreach/newamericans/guide/


2) Screen first half of 22 minute segment on Nwidor family from Nigeria in The New 
Americans: Supporting Families.  Watch up until the still frame with caption “…families 
arrive in Chicago...” 
 
As this video describes scenes of torture and contains graphic images including the 
charred body of a dead child, exercise care and sensitivity.  Immediately after stopping 
the video allow for a period of calm silence and invite any reactions from students. 
 
3) Interlude discussion: What do you think will happen to Israel Nwidor’s family now 
that they are finally in America?  What problems or issues would you predict?  Does their 
new situation represent an improvement?  
 
4) Screen segment of The New Americans on Flores family from Mexico. 
 
5) Discuss: what are the differences and similarities between these two stories? 
 
Assessment:  
 
The teacher may provoke the students to make this distinction by priming them with the 
conventional definition of a refugee and its history (see PowerPoint.)  Truly memorable 
insight into the distinction will only emerge, however, from the challenge to produce 
original thought on the question of what distinguishes forced from economic migration.  
Non-convention situations, such as environmental, developmental and sexual abused –
driven migration may also be introduced.  Here the educator cannot prescribe a “correct” 
solution, and indeed may find students conclude that there is no clear or absolute 
distinction.  
 
Differences and similarities between immigrants and refugees might be solicited in class 
using a chart of this general form: 
 

Immigrants Refuges 
(similarities) 

(distinct features) (distinct features) 
 

Homework: Ask students to interview their parents, grandparents and other relatives for 
details about the arrival of their families in the US.  Encourage them to find out when, 
where and how their family members arrived in the US, and if possible to learn about 
what in their country of origin prompted them to leave.  They should be prepared to share 
a story or interesting facts with the class the following day. 


