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GRADE LEVEL: MIDDLE SCHOOL TO HIGH SCHOOL

Bias and Stereotype, Immigration, Civil Rights, Identity and Culture

History

Analyze documents relating to Joseph Pierce to tell a personal story of an immigrant 
soldier’s life.

Tell the story of Joseph Pierce, a Chinese American soldier in the Civil War fighting for the 
Union.

Learn of major campaigns from Antietam to Gettysburg to Appomattox through his 
experience.

JOSEPH PIERCE, CIVIL WAR SOLDIER, UNION ARMY:
“WHO KNEW? ASIAN AMERICANS FOUGHT 
IN THE CIVIL WAR?”

SUBJECT:

THEME:

OBJECTIVES:

ESSENTIAL
QUESTIONS:

Students will be able to:

In what ways can Joseph Pierce’s experience expand our understanding of the Civil War?

How does Joseph Pierce’s life help us better understand the lives of Civil War veterans
more broadly?

How does Joseph Pierce expand our knowledge of the role of immigrants in American
life during this period?
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INTRODUCTION:

In the discussion of Civil Rights in America, and especially concerning the 14th amendment, little attention is given 
to the significant role that Asian Americans have played in a�rming basic civil rights. This lesson aims to show the
role played by Asian Americans in shaping American law.



ACTIVITIES:

1. Use a document analysis tool (see links below) to guide students through an analysis of 
each of the documents (A-D) attached. This can be done as a whole class activity or in small 
groups to allow broader participation.
https://www.docsteach.org/tools/analyzing-documents
https://docs.google.com/document/d/0Bz6nDcuoegaZN0dSd1RCTjlhWG8/edit?resourcek
ey=0-StaaFZ3WyeSd916B6BdaEA

2. Once students have a sense of Joseph Pierce’s life from the documents, allow them time 
in small groups to discuss their findings and what they have learned.

3. Have students read one of the short summaries of his life provided by one of the links in 
the resources (choice of reading can be made to suit the grade level from upper elementary 
through high school) to fill in gaps in Pierce’s story. The class may want to create a timeline 
to help them visualize his life span and correlate it to other events in American history.

4. If you wish to use his story as part of explaining the course of the Civil War, students can 
examine the importance of Antietam, Gettysburg, and Appomattox to the outcome of the 
war. The following questions can guide such learning:
• Why is each of these campaigns significant?
• What can we learn about soldiering during the war from Pierce’s experience?
• Consider his length of service, the fighting and wounds he received.
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ASSESSMENT:

Student learning during the lesson should be assessed through the document analysis and in 
small group and class discussions.

For a summative assessment, have students write their own summary of Pierce’s life focusing 
on the question: Why do you think learning about him is important? Length of the writing can 
depend on the grade level. Consider alternatives such as graphic novel descriptions of his 
service and life.

While no letters and few personal documents are known to exist about Pierce, students may 
also demonstrate understanding of the period by writing letters that capture aspects of 
soldiering and life during the war and participation in major battles and campaigns. (The 
Irving Moy reflection, Reflections on the Civil War and Joseph Pierce, speaks to what is known 
of his family and to whom he might have written. Link is below)

http://www.cof14thcvi.com/Joseph_Pierce/Joseph_Pierce.html
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Document A: Volunteer Enlistment Form



Document B: Joseph Pierce in Uniform
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Document C: Obituary for Joseph Pierce



Document D: Pension File record for Joseph Pierce
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RESOURCES:

Reflections on the Civil War and Joseph Pierce
http://www.cof14thcvi.com/Joseph_Pierce/Joseph_Pierce.html

Meet Joseph Pierce, One of the Only Chinese Americans Who Fought in Bloodiest Battle in US History
https://www.yahoo.com/now/meet-joseph-pierce-one-only-213828060.html

#VeteranOfTheDay Civil War Veteran Joseph Pierce - VA News
https://blogs.va.gov/VAntage/50843/civil-war-veteran-joseph-pierce/

[Corporal Joseph Pierce of Co. F, 14th Connecticut Infantry Regiment in uniform] / W. Hunt, photographer, 
332 Chapel St., New Haven, Conn. - digital file from original, front | Library of Congress
https://www.loc.gov/resource/ppmsca.72054/

Asian and Pacific Islanders and the Civil War. O�cial National Park Service Handbook, U.S. Department of the 
Interior, 2015.
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