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MEET THE 
COMMUNITY 
MIDDLE SCHOOL 
SEVENTH GRADERS!

SAMMY LEE TIANA RODRIGUEZ JOE BYRNE

AGE: 12

Sammy is into video 
games, dinosaurs, and 
soccer. His favorite 
foods are chicken 
nuggets, vanilla 
ice cream, and his 
grandma’s Filipino 
home cooking. 
Sammy hates spiders, 
homework, and 
anything that might 
seem boring. 

AGE: 13

Tiana enjoys honors 
math, science club, chess 
club, and Latine club. 
She reads everything 
in the library, even 
historical romance 
sometimes. Her pet 
peeves are school 
bullies and immature 
classmates.

AGE: 12

Joe likes dogs, anime, 
and doodling his 
favorite characters. He 
plays trumpet in the 
school band but really 
wants to switch to 
drums or bass guitar. 
On weekends, Joe 
helps his dad with his 
construction business, 
which is why he is a 
whiz at fixing things. 



PADMINI RAO KENJI SATO-LOUIS

. . . AND THEIR MUSEUM GUIDE

AGE: 13

Padmini loves dance, cheer 
squad, and visiting her 
grandparents in India. Her 
favorite things to do are 
karaoke and hanging out 
with friends. She dislikes 
insincere people, asparagus, 
and scary movies. Recently 
elected Student Council Vice 
President, Padmini is always 
there for her friends and 
fellow students.

AGE: 27

Kenji is Tiana’s next-door neighbor 
and works part-time at the 
American History Museum while 
he finishes his Ph.D. in American 
history. Kenji loves teaching and 
learning new ways to help students, 
which is why he’s also studying 
illusory thaumaturgic studies (a.k.a. 
wizardry!) on the side. Kenji is 
proud of his Haitian and Japanese 
ancestry. He is named after his 
grandfather, who was born at the 
Manzanar incarceration camp in 
California during World War II.
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Want to follow the 
Community Middle School seventh 

graders on other adventures 
through AANHPI history?
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Want to follow the 
Community Middle School seventh 

graders on other adventures 
through AANHPI history?

Volume II (September 2024)
and

Volume III (January 2025)

Check out other books in the
History of Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians,

and Pacific Islanders series! 



The information and activities presented here are meant to be used along-
side Fighting to Belong! and correspond to specific pages and/or topics 
discussed in the book. The activities aim to build upon and deepen student 
knowledge. You may choose to implement one or more of the activities and/
or teach the relevant lesson(s) on the topic. A full curriculum guide featuring 
many more lessons and resources is available on The Asian American 
Education Project’s website, asianamericanedu.org. This curriculum guide 
will be updated regularly with more educational materials being created to 
support this graphic series. Please stay connected with The Asian American 
Education Project!

What is AANHPI?
AANHPI is an acronym for Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific 
Islander. The AANHPI community generally refers to people with Asian, 
Native Hawaiian, and/or Pacific Islander ancestry, and AANHPI is one of 
several names used to identify this group. (AAPI, or Asian American and 
Pacific Islander, is another widely used acronym.) As descriptors, these 
names are used to identify people’s culture, race, heritage, etc. People can 
choose to identify as Asian American as well as more specifically, such as 
Hmong American, Korean American, etc. It’s up to the individual. 

In addition, these names can be used as a political strategy, serving to unify 
distinct groups to fight for common goals such as justice and civil rights. 
As a community, AANHPIs can find strength in numbers, which gives this 
group more leverage and political power.

TOFIGHTING  BELONG!
CURRICULUM GUIDE



FIGHTING  BELONG!
Activities:

•	 Have students research the historical and cultural significance of the 
terms AAPI, AA&PI, APIDA, and AANHPI. Facilitate a discussion by 
asking: What is the purpose of each identifier? What are the pros and 
cons of each term? How are they inclusive? How are they exclusive?  

•	 Have students read the Time magazine article entitled “In 1968, These 
Activists Coined the Term ‘Asian American’ – and Helped Shape 
Decades of Advocacy” by Anna Purna Kambhampaty (May 22, 
2020). Have them discuss the origins of the Asian American Political 
Alliance (AAPA), a student group believed to be the first to publicly 
use the phrase “Asian American.” 

•	 Have students research what an “umbrella term” means. Have 
them explain why and how AAPI is an umbrella term. Have them 
explain how and why AAPI as an umbrella term can be helpful or 
problematic.  

•	 Have students look up Asian and/or Pacific Islander countries or 
regions on a world map. Have them select one country and research 
how and why people migrated from that region to the United States. 
Have students create a slide deck summarizing what they learned.



Background:

History textbooks and school curricula 
do not sufficiently include AANHPI 
experiences. A landmark 2022 report 
by the organization Leading Asian 
Americans to Unite for Change, called the 
LAAUNCH STAATUS (Social Tracking 
of Asian Americans in the United States) 
Index, found that most Americans cannot 
name a single prominent Asian American. 
This suggests that K–12 students are 
not learning about AANHPI histories 
and narratives. Today, there are active 
movements to remedy this, including 
mandates to include AANHPI content in 
schools and the development of AANHPI 
lessons.

Activities:

•	 Have students create a bubble map about their prior knowledge 
of AANHPI history. Encourage them to list people, places, events, 
and more.  

•	 Have them select three ideas and share where they learned 
the content. Tally the sources of information and analyze how 
AANHPI content has been learned by the group.  

•	 Have students share all the important Asian Americans, Native 
Hawaiians, and Pacific Islanders they can recall. With the students, 
sort the list of names into categories such as politicians, activists, 
writers, movie stars, inventors, etc. Facilitate a discussion by 
asking: What do these data tell us about our knowledge of the 
AANHPI community? 

•	 Create a class pledge to learn more about AANHPI history. Ask 
students: Why is it important to learn about AANHPI history? 
How can we commit to learning more?

CURRICULUM GUIDE

AANHPI History Is American History



Background:

The AANHPI community is 
extremely diverse, comprising 
hundreds of ethnic groups from 
across Asia and the Pacific Islands. 
The community’s diversity is seen 
in many other ways, including 
religion, language, cultural 
practices, foods, and much more. 
It’s important to not view all 
AANHPI folks as the same; the 
AANHPI community is not a 
monolith. Individual cultures 
should be viewed as unique and 
distinct. That being stated, there 
is value in sharing a common 
identity as an AANHPI community 
in that they do share common 
experiences of exclusion and 
oppression in the United States.

Activities:

•	 Have students write “I am from . . .” poems. Have students share 
their poems with a partner. Have each pair discuss their respective 
cultural backgrounds and some of their family traditions. 
Encourage them to note similarities along with the differences.  

•	 Have students conduct oral history interviews with two or three 
people from an AANHPI background. Have them generate 
questions to learn more about their migration stories and about 
their experiences in the United States. Have them summarize 
their learning by writing a biography or profile for each of their 
interviewees.  

•	 Have students compare the AANHPI community to the Latine 
communities and discuss the shared struggles between the two 
with regard to the diverse groups represented by each.

We Are Not a Monolith



Background:  

Early Filipino American settlers in 
Louisiana made a living in the shrimp 
business as shrimp was abundant in 
this area. They used a technique called 
“dancing the shrimp” to remove dried 
shells from shrimp meat. First, they 
caught shrimp using nets and then 
loaded their haul onto their boats. Next, 
they boiled the shrimp and spread them 
out to dry. Once dried, they danced on 
piles of dried shrimp. The stomping 
action caused the shells to crumble away, 
leaving only the meat.

Activities:

•	 Have students research the specific steps of the Filipino shrimp 
dance technique. Have them create a step-by-step list and then act 
out the technique. 

•	 Have students compare the Filipino technique for breaking shrimp 
shells to that of the Chinese. The Chinese would load dried shrimp 
into bags and then throw the bags in a circular motion over their 
shoulders. They would repeatedly beat the shrimp against the 
ground. 

•	 Have students research other techniques for removing shrimp  
shells, including modern methods. Have them make and justify  
an argument for the best technique.  

•	 Have students identify and analyze three other ways in which the 
Manilamen brought Filipino customs and traditions to Louisiana.  

•	 Have students listen to or read oral histories from Filipino cooks in 
Louisiana. Replicate this project with your class by asking students 
to choose a beloved dish from their own family and then interview 
a family member or friend about the dish. Create a collective class 
cookbook which includes recipes and the historical significance of 
each dish.

CURRICULUM GUIDE

The Manilamen



Background:  

Between 1863 and 1869, over 13,000 
Chinese laborers helped build the 
Transcontinental Railroad, which 
revolutionized travel connecting the 
eastern and western United States.  
Chinese workers innovated practices to 
blast through rock and performed the most 
dangerous tasks, resulting in many deaths 
and injuries. Despite their contributions, they were discriminated against 
and overlooked. Perceived to be foreigners due to their dress, language, and 
customs, these Chinese workers were paid less than other workers and faced 
much prejudice.

Activities:

•	 Have students create an infographic of at least ten significant 
numbers related to the building of the Transcontinental Railroad. 
Have them explain the numbers and provide visuals as needed. 
Ensure they include the contributions and the plight of the  
Chinese workers.  

•	 Have students research what was needed to build the Trans-
continental Railroad, the largest engineering project of the time. 
Then, have students research the contributions of the Chinese  
who were valued for their expertise of explosives and more. Tell 
students that all work was done by hand, using carts, shovels,  
and picks, but no machinery. 

•	 Have students take a virtual tour of the California State 
Archives’ online exhibit “Making the Grade: California and the 
Transcontinental Railroad.” Have students complete a note catcher. 
An option is to do a jigsaw by assigning small groups to a specific 
exhibit to research and share. 

•	 Jigsaw students into three groups to study the impacts of the 
Transcontinental Railroad on these three groups: American 
businessmen, Native Americans, and Chinese immigrants.  
Have students create a slide deck summarizing their  
findings and present them to the class.

The Transcontinental Railroad



Background:  

Pacific Islanders are people whose ancestors were the original peoples of 
Polynesia, Micronesia, and Melanesia. The Pacific Islands have a unique 
history of sovereignty and colonization. Because of their strategic location in 
the Pacific Ocean, these islands are a desirable military location; they are also 
coveted for their natural resources and as tourist destinations. It is important 
to note that Pacific Islanders have their own unique cultures and histories. 

Activities:

•	 Have students study a map of the Pacific Islands. Split the 
class into three groups and assign them to research Polynesia, 
Micronesia, and Melanesia. Have each group create a slide deck 
about their assigned areas to share with others. Make sure students 
include facts about history, languages, cultural traditions, food, etc.  

•	 Have students learn about American exceptionalism and manifest 
destiny. Facilitate a discussion by asking: How do these concepts 
relate to the United States’ colonization of the Pacific Islands? How 
did colonization affect the islands?  

•	 Tell students that American Samoa, Guam, and the Northern 
Mariana Islands are U.S. territories. Have students research what it 
means to be a territory versus a state.

CURRICULUM GUIDE

The Pacific Islands



Background: 

In 1795, Kamehameha I (1758–1819) unified the Hawaiian islands 
under one kingdom and became its first ruler. (Previously, ancient 
Hawaiian society consisted of a series of tribes.) The kingdom of Hawai‘i 
was an independent constitutional monarchy modeled after European 
monarchies.  
 
Increased contact with Europe and America brought merchants, 
missionaries, and businessmen, who established sugar plantations and 
recruited Asian workers from China, Japan, Korea, and the Philippines. 
Native Hawaiians increasingly lost their lands, labor, language, and 
power. In 1887, the Hawaiian king was forced, at gunpoint, to sign  
away monarchy powers to Americans, Europeans, and Native Hawaiian 
elites who were focused on profit; this became known as the “Bayonet 
Constitution.” 

Hawai‘i
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In 1891, Queen Liliʻuokalani (1838–1917) ascended the throne, the 
kingdom’s first female monarch and last monarch. She was committed 
to restoring the monarch’s power, but was overthrown two years later 
in a coup organized by American sugar planters and backed by the U.S. 
military, effectively ending the Hawaiian kingdom. In 1898, Hawai‘i was 
annexed as a U.S. territory, and in 1959, it became the 50th U.S. state. 

Statehood was controversial. Some Hawaiian residents wanted to have 
the same rights as other states, such as electing their own governor. 
However, many Native Hawaiians wanted sovereignty and rejected 
statehood, which they saw as American imperialism, militarism, and 
colonization. Activists are still fighting for sovereignty today.



Activities: 

•	 Have students create a timeline of the history of the kingdom  
of Hawai‘i.  

•	 Have students research the negative impacts of foreign influence 
on Hawai‘i, such as climate change, water shortages, the erasure 
of language and cultures, the introduction of diseases, etc. Have 
them identify one of the issues and create a commercial promoting 
a solution to the problem. Encourage them to research what is 
already being done. 

•	  Tell students that Hawaiians believe they’re stewards of the land 
and oceans. Facilitate a discussion by asking students: What is the 
American connection to the land? What evidence supports this? 
How can Americans adopt this Hawaiian concept of stewardship?  

•	 Have some students research reasons why some Native Hawaiians 
opposed statehood; and have them create protest posters to 
support their cause. Have other students research reasons why 
some Hawaiian residents supported statehood; and have them 
write speeches to support their cause. 

•	 Have students research a Native Hawaiian activist who supports 
sovereignty and create a movie trailer or short documentary of 
their life. Host a film festival for students to showcase their work.

Check out the full curriculum guide on The Asian American Education 
Project’s website to access many more lessons and resources!



We began this project with a simple question: Why aren’t there more 
books that introduce Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific 
Islander (AANHPI) history to students? 

	 AANHPI history is American history. But our unique 
experiences, challenges, and contributions to this country’s 
development are rarely taught in schools, and Americans have little 
knowledge about our history or confuse it with Asian history. For 
many Americans of Asian, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander 
descent who grew up in the United States, there continues to be a 
startling lack of opportunity to learn about our own history. 

	 We created the History of Asian Americans, Native 
Hawaiians, and Pacific Islanders series to share our story with you 
in a medium more engaging than a traditional textbook. Fighting 
to Belong! is the first of a three-volume series that begins with the 
arrival of the “Manilamen” to American shores in the eighteenth 
century and covers the next 150 years of AANHPI history. The 
next two volumes, due in September 2024 and January 2025, will 
provide highlights of our rich history from the beginning of the 
twentieth century to today. Highlights of those volumes include 
the incarceration of Japanese Americans during World War II; the 
immigration of Southeast Asian refugees and immigrants in the 
aftermath of the Vietnam Conflict; the challenges faced by South 
Asian Americans after the 9/11 tragedy; the contributions of 
AANHPIs to American society and culture; and much more. 

	 We hope the History of Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians, 
and Pacific Islanders series will reach a new audience—young and 
old, AANHPIs and non-AANHPIs—across the country and increase 
understanding of how our history is truly woven into the fabric of 
American history. Thank you for reading!

Norman Chen 
Co-Founder, LAAUNCH
CEO, TAAF
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