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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals,  Lesson 46, Asian Americans Raise 
Their Voices. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month

Asian Americans Raise Their Voices

Lesson Overview

Explore the role of Asian Americans in the civil rights movement of the 1960s and beyond.

Teacher Prep

1. Print one copy per student of the reading for Asian Americans Raise Their Voices.

Procedures

1. Ask students to share any knowledge they may have about the role of Asian Ameicans in the civil rights 
movement.

2. Hand out the reading Asian Americans Raise Their Voices.  
3. Consider having groups focus on different sections, then share what they learned.   
4. As a class, discuss:

a. What changes has this group fought for?
b. What actions has this group taken to achieve the changes they wanted?
c. What successes has this group had?

https://www.teachtci.com/


Asian Americans Raise Their Voices

Asian Americans joined the broader movement for civil rights in 
the 1960s. Asian American activists, including Filipino farmworkers’ 
union leader Larry Itliong, helped launch the California farmworkers’ 
grape grower strike. Itliong and other Filipino activists also played a 
role in forming the United Farm Workers. These activists were part of 
a developing movement for Asian American rights in this period.

 The “Model Minority” Asian Americans are diverse and have 
connections either by birth or by culture to countries in eastern 
and southern Asia. Asian groups with a longstanding history in the 
United States include Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos, and Koreans.

Starting in the 1870s, the U.S. government imposed limits on 
Asian immigration. When the Immigration Act of 1965 removed 
these limits, the number of Asian immigrants significantly increased. 
In recent decades, immigrants from countries like India, Vietnam, 
and Cambodia have added greater diversity to the Asian American 
population.

Many Asian Americans thrived in the United States between the 
1960s and 1980s. They were sometimes referred to as the “model 
minority” since they were viewed as hard workers who amassed 
success without protest or demand. Some people pointed to Asian 
Americans’ prosperity as proof that ethnic differences were no 
barrier to success in American society. These claims and the “model 
minority” label angered other minorities, who sometimes felt that 
Asian Americans received favorable treatment.

The perceived success of Asian Americans was only partly true. 
Although 1980 data shows that many Asian Americans earned 
salaries higher than the national average, more than half of this 
population lived in three states: New York, California, and Hawaii. 
These states had a very high cost of living, or a measure that includes 
the price of food, housing, and other essentials, so people had to 
earn more to live there. Many Asian American households also had 
several adult wage earners, a fact that was reflected in higher family 
incomes.

Furthermore, although many Asian Americans attended college 
and entered professions, others did not. Many Asian immigrants 
had low-paying jobs, limited English language skills, and little 
education. Like other minorities, they faced discrimination because 
of their race.

Traditionally, Chinese Americans 
have been the largest Asian group in 
the United States, indicated by this 
graph from 2010. Since the 1960s, an 
increasing number of immigrants from 
other Asian countries have moved to 
the United States. As a result, Asian 
Indians, Vietnamese, and other groups 
are part of a growing portion of the 
Asian American population in the 
United States.

Although Asian Americans live throughout the United 
States, many are located in ethnic neighborhoods. 
New York City’s Chinatown, pictured here, is the 
largest Chinese enclave in the Western Hemisphere. 
Since its founding, Chinatown has become home to 
other Asian groups, including Burmese, Filipinos,  
and Vietnamese.
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Starting in 1978, Japanese 
Americans sought reparations for 
their internment during World War 
II. Three key activists in this effort 
were Fred Korematsu, Minoru 
Yasui, and Gordon Hirabayashi 
(shown here, left to right). Each had 
challenged the internment policy 
in the courts during the 1940s. In 
1988, the U.S. government issued 
an official apology, offering $20,000 
in reparations to each internment 
survivor.

College Students Unite to Be Heard Asian American students began to 
demand equal rights in the 1960s. On some college campuses, student 
activists organized a political movement to end racial oppression 
“through the power of a consolidated yellow people.” Their slogan 
became: “Yellow Power.”

In 1968 and 1969, Asian American students at San Francisco 
State University and the University of California at Berkeley helped 
organize student strikes for increased minority participation in 
university affairs. They also called for academic programs focusing 
on ethnic and racial issues. At the time, minority perspectives were 
largely ignored by university curriculum.

Their efforts succeeded—in 1969, San Francisco State established 
the country’s first school of ethnic studies. Between 1968 and 1973, 
many other colleges and universities also founded Asian American 
studies programs.

These college programs impacted students like Helen Zia, a 
Chinese American, who recalled, “In college, I learned that I was an 
Asian American. I learned that I didn’t have to call myself Oriental 
like a rug. It was like a light bulb going off.” By learning about their 
heritage, Zia and many others gained a new understanding of their 
identity and rights in American society.

Fighting for Internment Reparations A critical struggle in the 
movement for Asian American rights focused on Japanese American 
internment during World War II. Executive Order 9066 forced many 
Japanese Americans into internment camps, which the Supreme 
Court’s 1944 ruling in Korematsu v. United States upheld. Thirty 
years later, many people began to demand reparations for this 
extreme injustice.

Inspired by the Black Power movement, young Japanese 
Americans in the 1970s spoke out against the discrimination their 
families had suffered. In 1978, a group in Seattle held the first Day of 
Remembrance, sharing family stories and discussing the hardships of 
internment. One organizer described the event as a “way to reclaim 
our past and make it our own.” The Day of Remembrance is now 
observed in other cities as well.

The Japanese American Citizens League (JACL), which 
was formed in 1929 to defend the rights of Japanese 
Americans, also sought legal reparations. In 1978, 
the League began to pursue compensation for 
suffering in the internment camps. Congress formally 
apologized for internment in 1988 and issued $20,000 
in reparations to each survivor. Although the sum 
was relatively small compared to individual losses, 
the government’s official response helped to remedy a 
historic wrong.
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