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Finding Light among 
Uncertainty

Lin Wu, Hui-Chen Hsiung, and Tina Bogucharova

During the COVID-19 pandemic, anti-Asian violence has 
escalated significantly in the United States. While some 
consider this phenomenon new, history begs to differ. Some 
graphic examples of anti-Asian xenophobia are the lynching 
and legal exclusion of Chinese immigrants in the late 1800s, 
colonization of the Philippines from 1848 to 1946, the incar-
ceration of Japanese Americans on the West Coast between 
1942 and 1945, military intervention in Korea, Cambodia, 
Laos, and Vietnam from 1950 to 1975, the scapegoating 
of South Asian Americans after September 11, 2001, the 
launch of a trade war with China since 2018, and demon-
izing China for the coronavirus.1 As seen, anti-Asian racism 
is at the heart of the U.S. empire to maintain its domestic 
and global dominance of white supremacy. However, many 
educators in the United States struggle to teach this subject 
since the mainstream U.S. history curriculum often excludes 
Asian Americans’ struggles and resilience.2 In particular, 
few studies explore how elementary social studies teachers 
use culturally relevant pedagogy to help Asian American 
students analyze and critique anti-Asian violence. This 
article addresses the gap.

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Gloria Ladson-Billings’ conceptualization of culturally rel-
evant pedagogy results from her study of five Black and three 
White female elementary teachers.3 She described success-
ful teachers of African American students as (1) engaging 
students in academic inquiries instead of focusing on test 
scores, (2) helping students clarify their cultural identities 
and navigate diverse cultures, and (3) building students’ 
sociopolitical knowledge and skills to challenge the status 
quo. Since the publication of her research in 1994, others 
have examined the utility of culturally relevant pedagogy 
in social studies for ethnically diverse students, including 
Asian Americans.4 Echoing several themes of social studies 
(e.g.,  INDIVIDUAL DEVELOPMENT AND IDENTITY;  CULTURE;  TIME, 
CONTINUITY, AND CHANGE), culturally relevant pedagogy is fitting 
to examine how teachers engage Asian American students 
in linking the past with the present, given the surge of anti-
Asian racism during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Contexts
The strategies suggested here for culturally relevant social 
studies education for Asian American students emerged from 
a dual-language (Mandarin Chinese and English) immer-
sion elementary school in Washington state. About 70% of 
the 450 students identified as Asian Americans, and the 22 
teachers were primarily female (92%) and Asian American 
(68%).5 Each grade level had two lead teachers: one taught 
mathematics and social studies in Mandarin Chinese, and 
one taught language arts and science in English. Ms. Wáng6 
was the fifth-grade teacher responsible for mathematics and 
social studies. She taught English from preschool to middle 
school in Taiwan and has taught for eight years at this school. 
Being an ethnic majority in her ancestral home and ethnic 
minority in her adopted home, Ms. Wáng knew that her racial-
ized experiences informed her understanding of history. In 
October 2021, Lín (the first author) interviewed Ms. Wáng in 
Mandarin Chinese7 and reviewed her teaching materials. The 
following sections described culturally relevant techniques 
Ms. Wáng used to teach her students in three consecutive 
units during the 2020–2021 academic year. The units were 
family history, U.S. history, and anti-Asian violence.

Exploring Race and Family History
Ms. Wáng emphasized developing social studies inquiry 
skills. In the first unit, she used Let’s Talk about Race8 as 
the main text to help students explore how race intertwines 
with family history. She began the unit by asking students to 
reflect in writing on the questions: What does the word race 
mean to you? How is race related to social studies? Why are 
we talking about race? She then instructed students to share 
their reflections in small groups before sharing her own story:

(I was born and raised as an ethnic majority in Taiwan. 
When I began my graduate studies on the East Coast, 
I recognized that I am not a member of the racial 
majority in the United States. After I started teaching 
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Mandarin Chinese at a predominantly White elemen-
tary school on the West Coast, I gradually realized 
that I am Asian and my language is deeply connected 
with my race.)

In sharing parts of her story, Ms. Wáng personalized the dis-
cussion on race and the importance of knowing one’s identity 
(  INDIVIDUAL DEVELOPMENT AND IDENTITY). She then used pictures 
of people with various skin colors and a world map to show 
global ethnic diversity. To further engage students in relating 
to the main text, Ms. Wáng assigned a “self-identity project” 
(see handout) that asked students to discuss race with their 
family, interview family members about their (im)migration 
story, and find out shared familial values. This project helped 
many students clarify their identity, develop historical and 
political knowledge, and appreciate their families. Hàorán 
shared, “I am Chinese and Asian American. I value integrity, 
diligence, and familial piety. I respect Yuè Fēi (1103–1142) 
and Wén Tiānxiáng (1236–1283) because they are patriotic 
poets and generals. I also respect my parents because they 
are my role models.” Seo-Jun wrote: “I am Korean and Asian 
American. I believe in love, respect, and justice. I respect the 
President of South Korea because he is intelligent and kind. I 
also respect my parents because they work hard to raise my 
siblings and me. They love me, and I love them.”

Developing Cultural Competence through Studying 
U.S. History
Building on the previous unit, Ms. Wáng continued to nur-
ture all her students’ cultural identities, especially Asian 
Americans. Relating to the theme of  CULTURE, Ms. Wáng 
began the U.S. history unit by introducing three main issues 
concerning the (re)presentation of Asian Americans in U.S. 
K–12 curricula based on research9 and presented them in 
class (Figure 1).

Ms. Wáng then used Asian Americans in the People’s History 
of the United States10 to counter such curricular injustices. 
For example, she regularly asked students to study each of 
the twenty Asian Americans profiled in this text and posed 
these questions: (1) What kinds of hardship did they face? 

(2) How did they resist discrimination? (3) Can you connect 
their qualities with your virtues?

Ms. Wáng also scaffolded historical knowledge of other 
communities. During one lesson, she juxtaposed an image 
of Indigenous peoples practicing a ritual in front of a bonfire 
with another of European settlers holding their swords and 
flags. She compared another image of White men abducting 
Africans on a slave ship to one of the “Founding Fathers” 
waging war with the British Imperial Army. She then asked 
students to analyze each image critically by posing questions 
such as: What did you see? What stories did each picture 
tell? What questions do you have? After reflecting on these 
questions in writing, students shared their answers in small 
groups. Nhu stated, “I saw that there are many different 
stories of American history.” A few more Asian American 
students noticed the cruelty imposed on enslaved Africans 
and Indigenous peoples and wondered, “Do Asian Americans 
share overlapping experiences with Native Americans and 
African Americans?”

In explaining why she used these teaching materials and 
techniques, Ms. Wáng said,

(I hope my Asian American students will learn that 
they may encounter racism in the United States and are 
not the only people facing racism. However, if they see 
themselves only as victims, they give up their agency 
to right wrongs. Ultimately, I want to open their hearts 
so that they can connect the dots of history.)

Improving Sociopolitical Consciousness through 
Examining Anti-Asian Violence
When the school celebrated the Asian American and Pacific 
Islander (AAPI) Heritage Month in May 2021, Ms. Wáng 
highlighted the theme  TIME, CONTINUITY, AND CHANGE by using 
the Stop AAPI Hate National Report.11 She disaggregated the 
data to reveal that Chinese (43.7%), Koreans (16.6%), and 
Filipinos (8.8%) reported the most hate incidents during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. She also pointed out that many Asian 
American women (64.8%) experienced verbal harassment 
and physical assaults. Ms. Wáng then conveyed that some 
politicians and media outlets spread fear among the public 
and instigated anger toward Asian Americans. After these 
explanations, she asked the class: Why do you think some 
people blame Asian Americans for the coronavirus?

After a small-group discussion, Yŭxuān responded:

(My dad is Chinese. My mom is White. When we went 

Figure 1



January/February  2022 5

grocery shopping last weekend, a White man walked 
to my dad and told him, ‘Go back to where you came 
from!’ My dad told him, ‘I have lived here for more 
than 20 years. This is my home.’)

Ms. Wáng took a deep breath and guided the subse-
quent discussion with:

(Thank you for being so courageous to share your 
story. Everyone, please think for a minute: Why would 
he tell a stranger to go back to where he came from?)

Mèngyáo speculated 
(Maybe he thinks that the coronavirus started in China, 
so he is scared.)

Ji-Ho added 
(Maybe he has a family member who caught the coro-
navirus, so he is angry.)

Akio countered with  (He is just a racist!)

After hearing these comments, Ms. Wáng probed with 
  (Even if he is scared 

or angry, does he have the right to say those words to 
a stranger?)

Many students answered  (No!)

Ms. Wáng continued to inquire  
(What would you have done if you encountered a simi-
lar scenario?) She then instructed students to discuss 
in small groups.

Afterward, a few students stated  (I will tell 
my family.)

Other students suggested 
 

(I can use the knowledge and skills I learned in school to 
cope with a similar scenario. I can reason with him, teach 
him why he is wrong, or ignore him.)

Ms. Wáng then encouraged students to respond to an open-
ended question through writing or drawing: Reflecting on 
your peer’s story and what we learned in the previous units, 
what do you think about the ongoing hate crimes against 
Asian Americans during the COVID-19 pandemic?

Carlos made a personal connection between the past and 
the present in his writing, “I realize that anti-Asian hatred 
is not new and can happen to my family.”

Xiăolóng resisted the U.S. mainstream cold-war rhetoric 
in his reflection, “I do not want a war between China and 
the United States.”

Yùpíng conveyed her insights through a drawing  
(Figure 2). In it, a worried-looking Asian American woman 
holding nun-chucks stands next to a mocking Karen (a rac-
ist White woman) with the question: “Are any other races 
facing a similar problem?” The drawing suggested that this 
student recognized that even if White and Asian American 
women both encounter sexism, some White women can 
practice racism against Asian Americans and other People of 
Color. The drawing also indicated that this student utilized 
nun-chucks, an Asian martial arts weapon, to position Asian 
American women as capable of defending themselves and 
resisting victimhood.

Figure 2



6   Social Studies and the Young Learner

Social Studies and the Young Learner 34 (3) pp. 3–7
©2022 National Council for the Social Studies

Self-Identity Project
 (About Me) ________________

1.  (Recognize My Race)

  
 (I am African, Asian, European, Indigenous, Latinx, or Mixed-Race American.)

2.  (Introduce My Family)

 

 (I come from a family of [how many people]. My family is made of [the members] and me.)

3.  (Know My Religion)

 

 (I believe in [name of the religion].)

 

 (I do not have a religion.)

4.  (Understand My Virtues)

 

 (My virtues are [choose three from the list].)

  (integrity/kindness/gratitude/respect/

collaboration/responsibility/empathy/confidence/excellence/courage/diligence/honesty/patience/

love)

5.  (Someone I Highly Respect Who Represents My Ethnicity)

 

(I highly respect [the person’s name], because [the qualities of this person].)

HANDOUT
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Practical Guidelines for Teachers
Ms. Wáng’s culturally relevant pedagogy deepened many 
students’ learning. Yet, we recognize that some teachers 
may struggle with teaching U.S. history to Asian American 
students. Hence, we offer some practical guidelines. First, 
teachers can design units to help students explore the linkage 
between race and family history and relate their life experi-
ences to class discussions. This method will engage all stu-
dents, especially Asian Americans, in connecting their lives 
with history. Second, teachers can adapt the sources and 
methods described in this article to affirm all students’ cultural 
identities while growing the historical knowledge of their own 
and other communities. In so doing, Asian American students 
and their peers will become multiculturally competent. Third, 
teachers must learn about the U.S. history of blaming Asian 
Americans for contagious diseases.12 They can then teach 
this history by using sources such as Menace to Empire13 and 
Asian Americans14 to show how Asians and Asian Americans 
have been victimized yet resisted U.S. imperialism. This may 
enhance all students’ critical consciousness of reimagining 
the COVID-19 pandemic as a portal to uproot anti-Asian 
racism in the United States.15

Conclusion
While gratifying to see students exploring their identity, 
family history, and anti-Asian violence in Ms. Wáng’s class, 
it is crucial to acknowledge the support she received from 
colleagues and parents. Some other teachers will not be so 
fortunate. However, culturally relevant social studies educa-
tion is imperative for all students to acquire critical historical 
knowledge. Amidst the rupture caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic, we (the authors) remember our ancestors have 
taught us that  (crisis) means danger and opportunity. 
Thus, we hope that Ms. Wáng’s teaching and our practi-
cal guidelines are vessels for turning dangerous times into 
imaginative opportunities to teach Asian American history. 
More importantly, we hope all educators are committed to 
finding light among uncertainty, “for there is always light, if 
only we’re brave enough to see it. If only we’re brave enough 
to be it.”16 
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