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Lesson Plan: Through Chinatown’s Eyes, April 1968, Washington, DC  
  
Lesson created by Ting-Yi Oei of the 1882 FoundaIon.  
Through Chinatown’s Eyes: April 1968 was produced and directed by Penny Lee and  
co-produced and wri4en by Lisa Mao, Lee Produc7ons, LLC. First released in April 
2015.  
 
Through Chinatown’s Eyes: April 1968: 
h4ps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5d8_ZpqWJDw 

Overview:    

The civil disturbances and street violence aPer the assassina7on of Civil Rights 
Leader Dr.  Mar7n Luther King, Jr had a profound impact on all of DC. It had no less 
an impact on DC Chinatown, which found itself caught between the black and 
white struggle. This film provides a view into how the Chinatown community saw 
that iconic moment of history.   
 
Grade Level/Subject: Grades 4, 5, 6 Upper Elementary 
 

EssenIal QuesIons:    

1. How did the community of Chinatown come into being in Washington, DC?  
   

2. How did Chinese Americans fit into the overall popula7on of Washington? 
What kinds of businesses did they own? How did they adapt and adjust to a 
new culture while trying to hold onto to their own?    
 

3. How does the experience of Chinese Americans in DC illuminate and add to our 
understanding about issues of na7onal iden7ty, race rela7ons, civil rights, and 
empowerment.    

ObjecIves and EssenIal Understandings:    

Students should be able to:    

1. Discuss the background history of DC's Chinatown and how Chinese came to be 
established in a dis7nct area of Washington.    

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5d8_ZpqWJDw


  
  

 ©1882 Foundation 2022  2  

  
2. Describe the poli7cal and social climate in Washington, DC and the rest of the 

na7on in April 1968 in terms of the Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam 
War.    

  
3. Explain the challenges facing the Civil Rights Movement between M.L. King’s 

advocacy of non-violence and the increasing anger and frustra7on among 
Blacks that had oPen led to riots and violence in major American ci7es in the 
mid '60s.    
 

4. Describe the demographics of Washington, DC in the 1960s and how Chinese 
Americans found ways to navigate a path between White and Black.   
 

5. Explain how the experiences of African Americans and Chinese Americans were 
similar and different in this era.    
 

6. Discuss the impact the riots had on the rela7onship between the African 
American and Chinese American communi7es following M.L. King's 
assassina7on. What were the consequences, short and long-term, of the riots 
on their communi7es?    
 

7. Discuss what can be learned from Washington's experiences in 1968 and how 
it is relevant to us today.    

  

AcIviIes:    

1. To prepare students to understand the climate of April 1968 both na7onally 
and in Washington, D.C., create small groups to research several topics: the 
Black Power movement, the state of the Vietnam War in early 1968, Dr. M.L. 
King’s role in the Civil Rights Movement in 1968, the poli7cal climate in this 
1968 Presiden7al elec7on year. Have each of the groups prepare brief 
presenta7ons for the whole class.    
 

2. Using a map of downtown Washington, D.C., have students outline the area of 
Chinatown: 5th to 9th Sts.; and G St. to Massachuse4s Ave. Also have them 
iden7fy the Shaw neighborhood, the U. St. Corridor, and Columbia Heights in 
prepara7on for viewing the film.   
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3. Have students draw parallel 7melines for Chinese American and Civil Rights 
history using the following events for a start:    

Chinese American history:    

- Workers coming to the mines (1850)    

- Building the Transcon7nental RR (late 1860s)    

- Growing an7-Chinese resentment, persecu7on/discrimina7on (1870s) -     
Chinese Exclusion Act (1882) and subsequent Acts - First Chinese to se4le in 
Washington, D.C.    

- Wong Kim Ark vs. U.S. (1898)    
- Gong Lum vs Rice (1927)    

- The repeal of the Exclusion Act (1943)   
  
Civil Rights history:    

- The Civil War (1861-1865)    

- Reconstruc7on (1865-1876)    

- Plessy vs. Ferguson (1896)    

- Brown vs. Board of Educa7on (1954)    

- Montgomery Bus Boyco4 (1955-56)    

- Central H.S., Li4le Rock Arkansas (1957)    

- Freedom Riders (1961)    

- Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Vo7ng Rights Act of 1965, & the Immigra7on and  

Na7onality Act of 1965    

5. Have students watch the film Through Chinatown Eyes: April 1968 and complete 
the note-taking sheet as they watch. Pause the film (at two points indicated on the 
“Discussion Ques7ons” below) to allow students to answer and reflect on what they 
see.    

Assessment OpIons:    

The individual ac7vi7es can stand alone as forma7ve assessments and, depending 
on how the teacher intends to use the film, can serve as a lead-in to a broader 
cumula7ve assessment on civil rights.    
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Discussion QuesIons:    

(Pause at approx. 5 min. mark) 

1. When did Chinese first come to Washington, D.C., and how did they come
to establish themselves in a dis7nct area of the city? Do you think that
immigrants arriving today se4le in the U.S. in similar ways?   

(Pause at approx. 14 min. mark)    

2. In what ways were the experiences of Chinese Americans similar to that of 
African Americans? How were the experiences different?   

(Following the film) 

3. What impact did the riots have on the rela7onship between African 
American and Chinese American communi7es?   

  
4. Iden7ty is a key theme of the film as expressed in a ques7on posed by the 

filmmakers:    

“Caught in the crossfire…neither Black nor White, how did they 
nego7ate a conflict deep-seated in their adopted homeland’s painful 
past…”    

5. What do you take away from hearing of the experiences of the Chinese 
Americans interviewed for this film? Do their experiences have relevance 
today and in your own life?   




