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Genre Biography

Text Structure Third person narrative

Themes & Ideas Determination, courage, hope, inspiration, 
music, compassion, generosity, patriotism

Language & 
Literary Features

Recurring motif of a very long swirling red 
scarf worn by Berlin throughout

Sentence 
Complexity

Simple, compound, and complex sentences

Vocabulary glimpse, melody, carriages, rumbled, 
contraption, whooshed, synagogue, cantor

Special 
Vocabulary

immigrant, Russia, America, Cossacks, 
Statue of Liberty, Noah’s dove, Shema 
Yisroel (Hear, O Israel), shtetl, Yiddish, 
stickball games, ragmen, treadle, Marie 
from Sunny Italy, Ted Snyder Company, 
Alexander’s Ragtime Band, Al Jolson, Judy 
Garland, Louis Armstrong, Girl Scouts, Boy 
Scouts

Illustrations Exuberant illustrations capture the flavor 
and the rhythms of early 20th-century New 
York City incorporating digital illustrations 
using a mix of shapes and shadows to 
portray angular faces.

Story Summary
When Irving’s home is burned, his family is forced 
to flee to America. The trip across the ocean isn’t 
easy—but when Irving glimpses the Statue of Liberty, 
the whole boat sings her a grateful song. In New York 
City, Irving begins a new life. More songs begin to fill 
his head. Songs that sound like the clank of a railcar, 
shouts of laughter, the hum of a city full of life.

Come along with Irving as his creative spirit grows 
into something much bigger than himself. Melodies 
might be enough to lift his family out of poverty. 
One might even go on to inspire an entire country—
an anthem of gratitude and hope for the land that 
became his new home.

Lesson Focus
Patriotism; Music

Activity Ideas
Choose a Song
Choose one of Irving Berlin’s compositions and write 
your own lyrics. (Another simpler song can be used 
as well.)

Irving Berlin’s Songs
Listen to three of Berlin’s most popular songs: 
“Alexander’s Ragtime Band,“ “White Christmas,” and 
“God Bless America”. Discuss which one you like 
most.

Writing
Berlin wrote “God Bless America” to honor American 
soldiers. Write your own letter to American soldiers 
that thanks them for their service. Consider finding a 
local organization that will send the letters.

Additional activities can be found in the following 
pages of this document.

Irving Berlin (The Immigrant 
Boy Who Made America Sing)
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Book Chat
NAME

What is Irving Berlin (The Immigrant Boy Who Made America Sing) about?

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

What was the most interesting fact you learned about Irving Berlin?

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

Which of his songs have you heard? Do you have a favorite?

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

Why do you think Irving Berlin gave away the money he earned for 
“God Bless America”?

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

Where did Irving Berlin get ideas for his songs?

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________

From the slums of NYC to the Songwriters Hall of Fame, follow the 
story of Irving Berlin, the immigrant boy who made America sing.

Discuss the story and write 
your answers together.

Irving Berlin (The Immigrant 
Boy Who Made America Sing)
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Vooks Pause & Ponder
Pause at the indicated time 

stamps and discuss the story

0:16

1:33

3:00 

5:50

3:46

6:30

7:15

8:23

9:33

4:42

What does it mean to be an immigrant?

Why do you think they love America so much?

Why do you think Irving Berlin cannot get melodies out of his head?

How do you think Irving Berlin felt to be paid for his music?

Why did Irving have to quit school?

What does it mean to be an international hit? Why would this be particularly 
important to Irving Berlin?

Why do you think it was important for Irving Berlin to return to his old neighbor?

How do you think Irving Berlin can help?

How did “God Bless America” make people feel?

Are the words and the melody of a song more important than the voice that sings it? 
Why or why not?

After viewing the Book:
1. Where did Irving Berlin get the ideas for “God 

Bless America”?
2. What does it mean to have music in your heart?             

3. What does it mean to be patriotic?

Irving Berlin (The Immigrant 
Boy Who Made America Sing)
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NAMEDrawing and Writing
Write a story titled: What America Means to Me.  
Draw a picture of what America means to you.

_______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ .
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NAME

Place the 8 scenes from Irving Berlin (The Immigrant Boy Who Made 
America Sing) in order by place 1–8 in the spaces provided.

Irving Berlin Sequencing 
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Banjo Craft

Materials needed 
 
 

• Paper Plates (2)
• Glue
• Paint

• Stickers or other 
decorations

• Paintbrush

• Rubberbands (3)
• Paint Stick
• Beads (3)

1. Place glue in the 
middle of one plate 
and stack the other 
on top.

2. Paint the plate any 
color that you would 
like and let it dry.

3. Decorate your 
plate with 
stickers or other 
decorations.

Directions

4. Wrap the 3 rubber 
band around your 
plate to create the 
banjo strings.

5. Glue the paint stick 
to the back of plate.

6. Glue the 3 beads 
to the top of 
your paint stick 
to represent the 
tuning keys.

Irving Berlin sang beautiful songs and people all over the world still listen to his 
music. Create your own banjo to play along with Irving’s famous music. 


