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ONE AMERICAN’S STORY
Born in the Dominican Republic, Junot Díaz came to the United

States with his family when he was seven. He started writing

when he was just 13. In 1996, at the age of 28, he published his

first book of stories. Díaz writes about being Dominican but

believes his stories are universal; that is, they have meaning 

for everyone.

Díaz and millions of other recent immigrants have made

important contributions to the nation’s growth. This section

discusses how these  new Americans are making the United

States a more diverse nation.

Immigrants Affect American Society
From 1981 to 1996, nearly 13.5 million legal immigrants came to the
United States. These immigrants increased U.S. diversity. Most of the
immigrants who came to America during earlier periods had come from
Europe. Nearly 85 percent of the arrivals since 1981 came from either
Latin America or Asia. The Census Bureau predicts that the Hispanic
population in the United States will increase from 12.5 percent in 2000 to
17 percent by 2020. The Asian population is expected to climb from 3.6
percent in 2000 to about 6 percent in 2020.

Changes to immigration laws passed in 1965 have contributed to the
recent surge in immigration. These changes allowed people from a greater
variety of countries to enter the United States. The lure of America also
plays a role. As earlier immigrants did, many of the newcomers came to the
United States seeking economic opportunity and, in some cases, political
freedom.

U.S. citizens have mixed feelings about immigration. Some argue that
immigrants take jobs from citizens. Many Americans also worry about
the number of immigrants who enter the United States illegally. Officials

Due to immigration, the United

States grew more diverse.

Americans of all backgrounds share

common goals: the desire for equal

rights and economic opportunity.
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estimate that in 1996, about 5 million illegal immigrants lived in the
United States. Roughly 2.7 million were thought to be from Mexico.

Because illegal immigrants are here secretly, they do not pay income
taxes. However, they do pay sales taxes and often work for low wages in
poor conditions because they fear being sent away. Even so, they receive
some government services, such as education for their children. As a
result, some people feel that they are a drain on the U.S. economy.
Congress passed the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 to
strengthen immigration laws and enforcement measures. But illegal
immigrants continued to come to the United States.

Immigrant Contributions
Recent immigrants have brought, and continue to bring, many talents to
the United States. The National Science Foundation estimates that 23
percent of all U.S. residents with doctorate degrees in engineering and
science are foreign-born. High-tech industries, such as those located in
Silicon Valley, California, have benefited from their skills.

In addition, immigrants are an important source of labor. Some
studies indicate that without immigrants, the workforce might actually
begin to shrink by 2015. In other words, U.S. businesses wouldn’t be
able to hire enough people to maintain their productivity.

Immigrants also make sports much more exciting. In 1998 and 1999,
Dominican-born Sammy Sosa thrilled baseball fans by battling Mark
McGwire for the home run record. Immigrants have also starred in
other sports such as basketball, football, soccer, and golf.

Many immigrants enrich American arts and culture. Latin music, for
example, has become very popular. Chinese-born author Bette Bao
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Skillbuilder
Answers
Possible Responses
1. Only Mexico
2. Mexican might
move to a higher
position; eventu-
ally, Dutch might
drop off the list
and a new ances-
try, perhaps Asian
in origin, might
appear.

Background
An illegal
immigrant is
someone who
enters the United
States secretly
and without
filling out the
appropriate
government
forms.

A. Drawing
Conclusions
What have
immigrants
contributed to
the economy?
A. Answer spe-
cialized knowl-
edge and skills;
labor

1. German

2. Irish

3. English

4. African

5. Italian

6. Mexican

7. French

8. Native American

9. Polish

10. Dutch

58,000

39,000

33,000

24,000

15,000

12,000

10,000

9,000

9,000

6,000

1. Mexico

2. Philippines

3. China*

4. Vietnam

5. Dominican Republic

6. India

7. Korea

8. Soviet Union†

9. El Salvador

10. Jamaica

3,300

840

730

720

510

500

450

420

360

320

The American People

SKILLBUILDER Interpreting Charts
1. Compare the origins of recent immigrants to the ancestry of Americans 

overall. Are any the same?
2. How might the list of top ten ancestry groups change in the future? Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census

* China includes Taiwan.
† The Soviet Union broke apart in 1991. This
figure includes the former Soviet republics.



Lord has written popular books for children and adults. In addition,
immigrants, and their sons and daughters, are acting in a greater
number of movies. “When immigrants come to America they bring
their culture, and that culture becomes part of a new country,” noted
Cuban-born singer Gloria Estefan. “It makes everyone stronger.”

What Americans Have in Common
While immigrants bring their culture to America, many of them also
have embraced American ways. They wear American clothes, adopt
American customs, and learn English.

They also share the American belief in democracy and freedom.
Ken Burns, a documentary filmmaker, explained that these beliefs
make America unique in the world.

A VOICE FROM THE PAST

There is no other country on Earth that is configured like ours. Every other
nation is there because of race, religion, language, ethnicity, or geography.
We are here only because we agreed to subscribe to the words on four pieces
of paper—the U.S. Constitution. Unlike every other country which sees itself
as an end unto itself, we see ourselves as evolving. We’re not satisfied. We’re
not willing to rest on our laurels. We think we can do better. We think we
have got someplace to go.

Ken Burns, quoted in The West

Today the United States is a very different nation from the one
founded in 1776. Democratic rights have expanded to include more and
more people. As the United States moves into the future, it will no
doubt continue to change. Tolerance and cooperation will be essential.

Citizens of all backgrounds will play a vital role in shaping what
America will be. So will today’s students. You have a part to play in helping
the United States embrace people from every culture and land.
You are the generation that will create the America of the future.
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2. Using Graphics
Use a diagram like the one
shown to record the effects
of recent immigration on the
United States.

How has immigration
affected your life?

3. Main Ideas
a. How did the Immigration
and Nationality Act of 1965
help create a more diverse
population?

b. In which areas of
American society have
immigrants made
contributions?

c. What ideals do both
immigrant and native-born
Americans believe in?

4. Critical Thinking
Comparing and
Contrasting How was the
immigration that occurred in
the years 1981–2000 similar
to and different from earlier
waves of immigration?

THINK ABOUT
• the immigration you read

about in Chapter 14
• the immigration you read

about in Chapter 21

1. Terms & Names
Explain the

significance of:
• Immigration Reform

and Control Act of
1986

Section Assessment

ACTIVITY OPTIONS

MATH
SPEECH

Survey ten people outside your class to learn their ethnic background. Present
your findings as a table like the one on page 886 or in a speech.

3

Immigration

Effect Effect Effect

B. Making
Inferences
Judging from this
quotation, how
do you think Ken
Burns views the
future of the
United States?
B. Possible
Responses He is
optimistic. He
believes that
Americans have
shared values and
will continue to
try to improve
themselves and
their country.
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