
 

Prepared by the Center for History of Physics at AIP 1 
 

Lesson Plan 
African Americans Physicists in the 1960s  

 

 
Left: Physicist Tannie Stovall, ca. 2012, Image from http://entreetoblackparis.blogspot.com/2012/08/black-paris-

profiles-tannie-stovall_2.html.  
Right: Physicists Herman Branson, ca. 1960s, Image courtesy the AIP Emilio Segré Visual Archives, Physics Today 

Collection. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Copies of the following worksheets and articles (see supplemental materials): 
• “Herman Branson and Tannie Stovall: Bios and Backgrounds” (Could be projected for student 

viewing) 
• Herman Branson, “The Negro in Physics – An Interview with Herman Branson,” Physics Today 19(9), 

70 (1966).  
• Tannie Stovall, “Negro Physicists – A reply to Branson,” Physics Today 19(12), 11 (1966). 
• Discussion questions (Could be projected for student viewing) 
 

 
In this lesson plan, students will read two contrasting assessments of the status of African Americans in 
physics in the 1960s. They will also learn about the historical context of the civil rights movement and 
how it impacted the physics community. 
 
 
 

Grade Level(s): 9-12 grade Subject(s): History, Physics 

 
In-Class Time: 55 minutes   Prep Time: 10-15 minutes 

Materials 

Objective 
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The 1960s was a watershed decade in the history of the United States. The Civil Rights Movement had 
gained full steam in the 1950s in places like Montgomery, Alabama and Mississippi under the direction 
of leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 outlawed discrimination based on 
race, color, religion, sex, or national origin and prompted a landmark civil rights case following years of 
activism. This Act, in addition to the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas Supreme Court 
decision, was the first real attempt at addressing racial segregation and discrimination in the United 
States since the Civil War. In addition to the civil rights movements across the country, the United States 
was also embroiled in the Cold War – a geopolitical struggle for global dominance between the Soviet 
Union and the United States. Due to the technological nature of this war, there was an increase in 
demand of physicists. 
 
Amidst these changes, two black physicists debated the future of African Americans in the field of 
physics; Dr. Herman Branson and Dr. Tannie Stovall. More information about their lives and work can be 
found on the Bios and Backgrounds handout in the supplemental materials. The two physicists shared 
many views but also disagreed about how racism affected the prospects for African Americans in the 
field of physics. In this lesson, students will read these opposing views and discuss their impressions of 
the lives and experiences of African American physicists in the 1960s. 
 

 
Engage: 10 minutes 

In order to create a historical backdrop for the articles, the teacher will work with the students to 
brainstorm some historical ideas about the 1960’s. Give the students 3 different categories and have 
them write down as much as they can. 
What is the teacher doing? 
Prompt the students by telling them that you will 
be talking about the 1960s. Instruct the students 
to take out a sheet of paper and divide it into 
thirds, each section labelled either culture, 
science (innovations and advancements), or 
historical events. Give the students three minutes 
to list as many concepts related to these three 
topics as they can. 

What are students doing? 
Students will brain storm ideas about the 1960s 
on a on a sheet of paper in the three categories. 
This work is done individually. 
Example ideas for each section: 
Culture: Hippies, second-wave feminism, The 
Beatles 
Science: Space Race, early computers 
Historical Events: Cold War, Vietnam War, 
Stonewall riots, Civil Rights 

Instruct the students to pair up and share what 
they wrote for each category. 

Students will pair up and share what they wrote 
with their partner. 

Have the students share out some of their ideas. 
Direct the conversation toward the Civil Rights 
Movement, jumping off a student’s mention of 
anything related to the topic, such as Martin 
Luther King, Jr or the movement itself. If students 
miss key content about the Civil Rights 
Movement, ask if anyone recalls any of this 
information. 

Students will share to the class some of their 
ideas. 

Introduction 

Instructions/Activities 
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Exploration: 25 minutes 

Next the students will explore the status of African American physicists in the 1960s by reading about 
two physicists, Herman Branson and Tannie Stovall (see the Bios and Backgrounds handout in the 
Supplemental Materials). They will also read two articles by those scientists and take notes on details 
noticed about life as an African American physicist. This and the next portion of the lesson will 
incorporate a “think”, “pair”, “share” strategy. 
What is the teacher doing? 
Combine pairs of students together to make 
groups of four students each.  

What are the students doing? 
Students will be moving into groups of four 
students each. 

Every student will read both articles. Have the 
students take notes on any social or historical 
aspect of African American’s experiences as 
physicists. 

Students will individually and silently read the 
“Herman Branson and Tannie Stovall: Bios and 
Backgrounds” and both articles while taking 
notes based on what they read. 

Instruct the students to, as a group, identify the 
differences in the points of view presented in the 
two articles. Inform them that you will be asking 
them to share out what they find. 

Students will be working with their group (four 
students) to discuss some of the ideas that they 
took notes on. They will also come up with two or 
more differences or observations that they can 
articulate based on the articles. 

 
Explanation: 20 minutes 

Now the students will share out what they have gathered from reading and discussion with their 
group. This sharing of information will become a discussion based around the social and historical 
events that African American physicists faced in the 1960s. 

What is the teacher doing? 
Start by having the groups quickly share out one 
comparison or interesting piece of information 
that they found during the reading and while 
discussing with their group. 

What are the students doing? 
Students are quickly sharing information (this 
should be a short 1 sentence summary) out to 
the entire class. 

Steer the shared comparisons/points of interest 
into a discussion using the suggested discussion 
questions. These discussion questions can also be 
found as a handout for student completion in the 
supplemental materials. 

Students should be paying careful attention and 
participating in the class discussion. Students 
should be taking notes on interesting ideas or 
topics that come up during the discussion. They 
should complete the handout if given. 

 
Elaborate: Time included in the Explanation portion 

For this lesson, the elaboration comes naturally during the explanation portion of this lesson. While 
students are discussing ideas and answering discussion questions, the teacher can interject with more 
information, clarification, or historical context to help ideas become clearer. 

What is the teacher doing? 
Make sure to participate in discussion and to 
clarify any troubling spots that come up.  
 

What are the students doing? 
Students will be participating in the discussion 
that is described in the Explore section. Students 
should ask for clarification on any ideas or 
concepts that they do not understand. 
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A concept that might have to be explained is the 
idea of Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCU). Herman Branson attended and taught at 
an HBCU. There is also a discussion about the 
budget of HBCUs as opposed to Stanford in the 
Branson article. Exploring the idea that these 
institutions still identify as HBCU could also be a 
point of discussion and a way to relate the past 
experiences to today. 

 
 
Evaluation (optional):  

The following suggestions can be used as extensions of this lesson. They can be either assigned as 
homework assignments or the lesson can be extended to another period the following day. 
What is the teacher doing? 
Option 1: Debate 
Have the students imagine that they were in the 
‘60s, an African American, and had a physics PhD. 
What would be their next step? Branson 
mentions that high paying industrial jobs are 
tempting but he thinks that taking a lower paying 
post-doc position is clearly the best option for an 
African American physicist. 
 
Option 2: Art Propaganda 
Branson and Stovall both mention that money is 
needed for the position of African American 
physicists to change. Branson mentions that in 
order to create better programs at the Howard 
University and other HBCU the department 
needed more money. He also mentions that 
African American physicists are not well 
represented at APS meetings due to their 
departments not having the resources. Have 
students imagine that they work for the 
university (of their choice but make sure that it is 
a HBCU and has/had a physics department) and 
are trying to secure more funds for their 
department. They will create either a poster or 
pamphlet to visually represent this issue. 
(Optional: Have students choose who their 
audience is: the federal government or private 
donors.) 
 
Option 3: Written Response to Branson 

What are the students doing? 
Option 1: Debate 
Students will separate based on their position 
(post-doc or industry position) that they would 
accept after graduating with a PhD. Students will 
debate with the other group about why their 
choice is the best choice and how it might help 
African American physicists in the future. 
 
 
Option 2: Art Propaganda 
Students will create either a poster or pamphlet 
to promote their university with the intention of 
raising more funds for the physics students. This 
can be completed in class or as a homework 
assignment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Option 3: Written Response to Branson 
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Tannie Stovall wrote a response to Branson 
because he did not necessarily agree with all of 
his statements. You can choose to agree or 
disagree with Branson and write a response to his 
article (either in the form of a letter or article) 
based during this time period (imagine you are 
also in the 1960s era). Be sure to state exactly 
what you agree with or disagree with and why. 
 

Students will write a letter or article in response 
to the article about Branson’s views. This can be 
completed either as a homework assignment or 
in class. Some additional research may be 
required in order to take a stance on some issues 
brought up by Branson. 

 

 
• Herman Branson, “The Negro in Physics – An Interview with Herman Branson,” Physics Today 

19(9), 70 (1966). (see supplemental material) 
• Tannie Stovall, “Negro Physicists – A reply to Branson,” Physics Today 19(12), 11 (1966). (see 

supplemental material) 
 

 
Discussion Questions can be found as a Handout with a corresponding Answer Key in the Supplemental 
Materials to this lesson plan. 
 
1. According to Branson, what are the biggest difficulties facing African American physicists at the time 

he was interviewed? 
2. How had the status of African Americans in physics changed since Branson was a graduate student?  

Draw from Branson’s words as well as your own knowledge of change in American history for 
African Americans. 

3. What is Branson’s opinion on whether African Americans in physics should pursue career 
opportunities in industry or academia? 

4. Overall, what is Branson’s assessment of the status of African Americans in physics? 
5. How does Tannie Stovall respond to Branson’s assessment?  On what issues does he agree with 

Branson?  On what issues does he disagree? 
6. Compare Stovall’s and Branson’s background.  How are they similar and how are they different? 
7. Compare Branson and Stovall’s view of race relations within the physics community. 
8. To what does Stovall attribute the increasing employment opportunities for African Americans and 

how does it compare with Branson’s opinion? 

 
Related AIP Teacher’s Guides on Women and Minorities in the Physical Sciences: 

• “The Physicist’s War:” Dr. Herman Branson and Scientific Training of African Americans during 
World War II 

 
 
 
 

Required/Recommended Reading and Resources 
 

Discussion Questions 
 
 
 

Further Reading and Additional Resources 
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Related AIP Teacher’s Guides on Women and Minorities in the Physical Sciences: 

• The Physical Sciences at Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
• The National Society of Black Physicists 

 

 
For more information on Common Core Standards, visit http://www.corestandards.org/. 
 

Speaking & Listening 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative 

discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 
partners on grades 9-10 topics, texts, and issues, building on 
others' ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.3 Evaluate a speaker's point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence 
and rhetoric, identifying any fallacious reasoning or exaggerated or 
distorted evidence. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.1 Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 
partners on grades 11-12 topics, texts, and issues, building on 
others' ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.3 Evaluate a speaker's point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence 
and rhetoric, assessing the stance, premises, links among ideas, 
word choice, points of emphasis, and tone used. 

History/Social Studies 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 

secondary sources, attending to such features as the date and 
origin of the information. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.2 Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or 
secondary source; provide an accurate summary of how key 
events or ideas develop over the course of the text. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.6 Compare the point of view of two or more authors for how they 
treat the same or similar topics, including which details they 
include and emphasize in their respective accounts. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.8 Assess the extent to which the reasoning and evidence in a text 
support the author's claims. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specific details 
to an understanding of the text as a whole. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.2 Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or 
secondary source; provide an accurate summary that makes clear 
the relationships among the key details and ideas. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.6 Evaluate authors' differing points of view on the same historical 
event or issue by assessing the authors' claims, reasoning, and 
evidence. 

Extensions 

 

 
 
 Common Core Standards 

 

 
 
 

http://www.corestandards.org/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/SL/9-10/3/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/SL/11-12/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/SL/11-12/3/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/6/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/8/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/11-12/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/11-12/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/11-12/6/
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CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.8 Evaluate an author's premises, claims, and evidence by 
corroborating or challenging them with other information. 

 

 
For more information on the Next Generation Science Standards, visit http://www.nextgenscience.org/. 
N/A 

Next Generation Science Standards 

 

 
 
 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/11-12/8/
http://www.nextgenscience.org/

