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Black Panther Party Lesson Plan

Aligned to Grade 11 GLEs

Targeted Length: Two 90-Minute class periods

created by Teresa Frizell

	Introduction for teachers:

	The purpose of this lesson is to complicate students’ understanding of Seattle’s Black Panther Party (BPP) through exploring the duality of the organization.  Students will engage in an examination of the context in which the party was created; this lesson will emphasize the feelings of colonization and the BPP’s attempt to empower the African-American community through both militant action and “survival programs.”   

We have chosen to use the term “colonization” for several reasons. Firstly, it is the language of the BPP, both at the Seattle and at the national level.  Secondly, students can draw parallels (just as the BPP did) between the American Revolution and the Black Power movement. By reading the text of the BPP’s “10 Point Program,” which deliberately uses the text from the Declaration of Independence, students will begin to understand that many African Americans in Seattle and the U.S. felt that the promises of the Revolution had not been fulfilled for them.  A non-violent parallel is Martin Luther King’s “I have a Dream” speech in which he refers to “a promissory note” written by the authors of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, and “defaulted...in so far as...citizens of color are concerned.”

We have deliberately chosen not to engage students in discussions judging or justifying the actions of the Black Panthers. Though there is some analysis suggested for enhancement, we feel our materials are best suited to helping students understand the “whys” of the Black Panther Party in Seattle.  The “gems” of our collection are the oral histories from the members of the BPP; through this focus on reactions to racism and the struggle for empowerment, we can use them to their fullest potential and truly start to get inside the minds of the Black Panther members.

We understand that teaching about the BPP in schools could potentially be difficult; asking students to examine the motives and reasoning of the Panthers gives room for teachers and students to ask meaningful questions and discuss them in a safe and supportive environment.

	For additional background information on the party, see “The Black Panther Party in Seattle” by Kurt Schaefer, found on the teacher’s page of the SCRLH website,.  Further information about the conflicts between Seattle Police and the African-American community can be found in Jennifer Taylor’s “1965 Freedom Patrols & the Origins of Seattle's Police Accountability Movement,” also linked to on the teacher’s page.


	A note on language:

	Most of the language used in this lesson plan is hitched to the language the BPP members use in the oral histories. 

· Racist AmeriKKKa or Fascist America was used by the Panthers to describe a unified, separate, and more enfranchised sector of America than the communities of color in which the BPP was formed. 

· Racial Discrimination refers to the systematic, de facto discrimination people of color faced in employment, housing, and in public spaces.  

· Colonization refers to the feeling among Seattle’s communities of color that the US government neither represented them nor were concerned with their best interest; the Seattle Police came to represent the colonizers.

· Self-Defense” refers to feelings within communities of color that they were a colonized people within the United States and that they needed to defend themselves against “Racist AmeriKKKa” in order to survive.

· Empowerment refers to the desire of African-Americans to gain power within the existing political structure.  Despite using similar language as the Declaration of Independence, the BPP did not seriously consider separating from the United States the way American Revolutionaries did; rather, they wanted the government to fulfill promises made in the Declaration of Independence and extended to citizens regardless of their race in the 14th Amendment.
All of these terms and claims are highly contestable, both at the time of the party’s activities and today. The Black Panther Party used these terms to explain their beliefs and actions. Our strategy is to present the BPP using their own words.  Hopefully teachers will see this as an opportunity to engage students in discussions over people’s perceptions and what motivates them to act.

	


