
“I don’t like being unfair to other folks because they are different.” 

Maria 

Teaching About The Civil Rights Movement 

Liberty! Equality! And Fireworks!  
by Gregory Perrin 

at first is actually ex-

traordinary. And this 

extraordinary museum 

has a lot to teach them 

about the Civil Rights 

Movement of the 1960’s 

and what it means to 

respect everyone’s dif-

ferences and accept all 

as equals. An important 

lesson that will change 

the dynamics of this 4th 

grade class and Harry’s 

place in it. 

 

Mrs. Karalot’s 4th grade 

class is visiting the mu-

seum and nobody is 

looking forward to it.  

Except for Harry. And, 

if Harry likes it then it 

can’t be fun because he 

is strange! 

In fact, this whole muse-

um is strange. Miss To-

rie, the museum do-

cent, dresses weird 

with all sorts of mis-

matched jewelry. Ex-

hibits seem to come 

alive. And, people step 

right out of photo-

graphs and talk to you.  

Like Franklin, a Fresh-

man at NC A&T Univer-

sity, who expressed his 

desire for equality by 

participating in lunch 

counter sit-ins in 1960. 

Or Sylvia, a 4th grade 

girl from Westminster, 

CA who was forced to 

attend the Hoover 

School, a school for 

Mexicans, in 1945. And 

Bobby, who marched 

50 miles from Selma to 

Montgomery, Alabama 

in 1965 to demand the 

right to vote. 

But, what the children in 

Mrs. Karalot’s 4th grade 

class soon learn is that 

what may seem strange 

require facilitated reflection if the expe-
rience becomes traumatic) and this sort 
of direct experience may not allow 
children the space required for metacog-
nition and permanent learning.  
We recommend creating experiences 
where children can explore situations of 
injustice and identify with the victims 
from a particular perspective, such as 
newspaper reporter or history detective. 
These roles allow children aesthetic 
distance from the subject which will 
allow them the opportunity to think 
critically about the situation and draw 
conclusions for themselves. 

Civil rights is all about fairness and this 
is something even the youngest of chil-
dren can understand. “To introduce the 
modern civil rights movement to 21st 
century students, we have to help them 
identify with the situation of those 
discriminated against and understand the 
injustices.  That personal connection to 
this critical time in our history is hard 
because, fortunately, they have no expe-
rience with segregation” (Paula Young 
Shelton, teacher, at tolerance.org).  
Sharing stories of injustice about indi-
viduals with whom the children can 
relate is a great way to help students 

identify with and understand the events 
of the civil rights movement. Luckily 
there are a number of story books that 
can help (see book resources on page 8.) 
It is important to remember however, 
that identification, as a goal for learning, 
does not require that we step into the 
shoes of those who have suffered injus-
tice. There are numerous stories of 
educational experiences gone wrong 
when educators set up an experience 
which directly discriminates against a 
portion of the class (i.e. the brown eyes, 
blue eyes experiment). Children in these 
situations react emotionally (which can 
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United States Civil Rights Historical Context 

Page 2 

These movements led to the passage of 

the 1964 Civil Rights Act under President 

Lyndon B. Johnson prohibiting discrimi-

nation in all public places.  In 1965 the 

Voting Rights Act was passed to declare 

Jim Crow laws illegal.  The Fair Housing 

Act of 1968 was the third piece of civil 

rights legislation passed by President 

Johnson.  These three major pieces of 

legislation closed loop-holes in previous 

acts and provided hope for the future of 

the United States and ending discrimina-

tion. 

Slavery/Civil Rights Timeline 

The struggle for freedom and equal 

treatment of African Americans has 

been one of the major conflicts in the 

United States ever since Africans were 

enslaved and brought to this country.  

Throughout the period of enslavement, 

African Americans resisted and op-

posed bondage, and at varying mo-

ments, white citizens started move-

ments like the Abolition movement to 

end the institution of slavery.  Much of 

this conflict was embodied in the Civil 

War when states fought over the right 

of state sovereignty to perpetuate the 

institution of slavery.   

In 1863, President Lincoln issued the 

Emancipation Proclamation, which for-

mally ended slavery in states that had 

joined the Confederacy.  In 1865, the 

Thirteenth Amendment was adopted 

which made slavery illegal throughout 

the Union.  In 1868, the passage of the 

Fourteenth Amendment granted citi-

zenship to people born in the U.S. and 

made them eligible for rights guaran-

teed under the Constitution.  In 1870, 

the Fifteenth Amendment was passed 

allowing black men the right to vote.  

In spite of this progress, many African 

Americans were not given equal rights.  

Many lived in near-slave conditions un-

der Jim Crow laws and endured violent 

threats to their lives.  They were re-

quired to pay a poll tax or take a literacy 

test to even cast a vote in an election.  

African Americans were denied the right 

to vote, denied access to public places, 

discriminated against in education, 

health service, loans, housing and em-

ployment.   

Despite persistent struggles throughout 

the centuries-long period of injustice, 

African Americans began mobilizing in a 

massive, coordinated and effective way 

in the 1940s and 1950s. Beginning with 

non-violent protests, such as the Mont-

gomery Bus Boycotts, lunch counter sit-

ins, and Freedom Rides, African Ameri-

cans saw change gradually taking place. 

The impact of this movement came to an 

important climax in the 1960s. The Chi-

cano Civil Rights movement, also known 

as El Movimiento, also gained momen-

tum during the 1960s.   
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1600s 
Jamestown was settled by 

Europeans who brought slaves 
with them.  These slaves were 

denied basic human rights. 

Abolition & Antebellum - 
During this time prior to the 
Civil War, some blacks were 
free.  They did not have 
equal rights to whites.  

1860 
Abraham Lincoln was 

elected President of the 
United States. 

1861 
The Civil War. 

The war ends in 1865. 

1865 
The 13th Amendment to the United 
States Constitution was passed to 

end slavery. 

1868 
The 14th Amendment to the United States 

Constitution was passed which granted citi-
zenship to blacks who were  

previously enslaved. 

1870 
The 15th Amendment to the 

United States Constitution was 
passed allowing black men the 

right to vote. 

Civil rights march on Washington, D.C. Aug 

28, 1963, Warren K. Leffler for  

U.S News & World Report,  



 What were some of the rights that 

African-American citizens were de-

nied prior to the civil rights move-

ment? 

The play we are going to see is about 

the civil rights movement of the 1960’s. 

Watch for the different ways that people 

were segregated from each other and 

how they were treated unequally prior 

to the civil rights movement and we’ll 

talk about it after seeing the play. 

 

 

Audience Behavior 

It is also important to discuss appropriate audience 

behavior with the children before coming to the 

theatre so they are prepared. 

 Stay seated. 

 Stay still. 

 Stay quiet. 

“Keep your thoughts in your head “ 

until after the show!” 

 

Before going to see LIBERTY! 

EQUALITY! AND FIREWORKS! you 

may want to discuss the following 

questions and engage in the activity 

as an introductory experience for 

the children in your care. The pur-

pose of this initial discussion is to 

introduce the children to the world 

of the play. The information provid-

ed after each question is to help you 

guide the discussion but it is im-

portant to allow the children to ex-

press their ideas and feelings. It 

might be helpful to write the chil-

dren’s answers to these questions on 

a large sheet of paper so you can 

use it during a post-show discussion.  

Tell the children the following:   We 

are going to see a play called LIBERTY! 

EQUALITY! AND FIREWORKS! 

 What do the words “liberty and 

equality” mean to you? (Liberty is 

“the state of being free within socie-

ty from oppressive restrictions im-

posed by authority on one's way of 

life, behavior, or political views.” 

Equality means “the state of being 

equal, especially in status, rights, 

and opportunities.”) 

 Can you think of some times in his-

tory when people were denied lib-

erty or were not treated equally? 

(Allow students to share their ideas 

and if someone mentions the civil 

rights movement then use that as an 

opportunity to transition to the next 

question. But, if no one mentions it 

then introduce the topic.) 

 What was the Civil Rights Move-

ment? (The national effort by Afri-

can-Americans and their supporters 

in the 1950’s and 1960’s to eliminate 

segregation and gain equal rights.) 

 What is segregation? (Segregation 

is the action or state of setting some-

one or something apart from other 

people.) 

 Why do you suppose people object 

to being segregated? 

Pre-Show Discussion 
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Progressive Era 
Jim Crow Laws went into effect requiring 
a poll tax and literacy test to vote.  This 
most often discriminated against blacks 

and poor people. Plessy v. Fergeson was a 
Supreme Court case establishing “separate 

but equal” facilities for whites and 
blacks. 

WWI & WWII 
During the world wars of the early 
twentieth century, American troops 
were segregated.  Blacks also fled 
from the southern United States to 

the north for a better life. 

1946 
President Truman 
desegregated the 

military. 

1954 
Brown v. Board of Education 
was a Supreme Court case 

declaring school segregation to 
be unconstitutional. 

1955 
The Montgomery Bus Boycotts were used to 

make a nonviolent statement about the 
unequal rights for blacks. Rosa Parks re-
fused to give up her seat and was arrest-
ed. Martin Luther King, Jr. became a na-

tional figure for non-violence. 

1958 
President Eisenhower sent the National Guard 
to Little Rock Central High School to protect 
nine black students during desegregation. 



LIBERTY! EQUALITY! AND FIRE-

WORKS! and the activities in this 

study guide will reinforce the follow-

ing objectives and student expec-

tancies: 

4th Grade Theatre 

1. D & E 

4. A & B 

5. A & C 

4th Grade Art 

2. A, B, & C 

Grades 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 where the 

TEKS repeat and expand these basic 

skills.  While the activities in this 

guide are written for fourth/fifth 

grade students, they can easily be 

expanded and enriched to serve 

older students or simplified for 

younger students. 

4. A & B 

4th Grade Music 

5. A & C 

5th Grade Social Studies 

5. A & C 

20. B 

21. B 

24. D & E 

Because the early childhood curricu-

lum is a spiral, each of these skills is 

the foundation for further success in 

Pre-Show Activity:  “We Shall Not Be Moved” 
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In the play you will hear the song “We 

Shall Not Be Moved,” which was an im-

portant freedom song that helped to in-

spire civil rights protesters. This song is 

a great entry point for elementary aged 

children into learning about the civil 

rights movement. 

Begin by asking children the following 

questions: 

 How many of you enjoy listening to 

music? 

 How does music make you feel? 

 What are the reasons you listen to 

music? 

 During the civil rights movement of 

the 1960’s protesters listened to mu-

sic and sang themselves. Why do you 

suppose they did that? 

We’re going to listen to one of the 

“freedom songs” that the protesters sang 

entitled, “We Shall Not Be  Moved.”   

(YouTube has an excellent recording by 

Mavis Staples from her 2007 album 

“We’ll Never Turn Back.”) As you listen, 

think about the following questions and 

we will discuss them afterwards: 

 What is the message in this song? 

Educational Objectives/TEKS 

 Why do you think civil rights pro-

testers chose this song to sing? 

 In one verse the lyrics are, “Union is 

behind us, We shall not be moved.” 

What is the “union” referred to in 

this song? (Union vs. Confederacy 

during the Civil War.) 

This song was not only sung during the 

civil rights movements in the 1960’s but 

was also sung 100 years before that 

when slaves were fighting with union 

soldiers to gain their freedom from the 

confederacy. Listen for this song in the 

play. 
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1960 
Students around the United 

States host  
sit-ins to peacefully protest 

segregation. 

1961 
A group of volunteers known as the Freedom 

Riders traveled through the South to attempt to 
desegregate bus terminals. 

1964 
President Johnson gets the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964 passed prohibiting discrimi-

nation in all public places. 

1965 
The Voting Rights Act of 1965 passes under Presi-
dent Johnson banning literacy tests and poll taxes.  



some white people felt the need to 

segregate African-Americans and 

treat them unequally. What is that 

reason? (“They’re scared.”) What 

were the whites afraid of? (There is 

no single answer here; change, loss 

of power/control, racial identity, etc 

are all reasons for fear.) 

 How can we overcome fear so that 

such injustice cannot happen again? 

(Let this question open up an honest 

discussion of how we can embrace 

diversity in order to understand and 

respect difference.) 

 What is an example from the play of 

a Jim Crow law? (Separate but 

Equal) 

 How did “Separate but Equal” dis-

criminate against people? (This poli-

cy allowed black people to be seg-

regated from white people if they 

were given “equal” opportunities. 

However, the opportunities were 

not equal—such as dilapidated 

school facilities for blacks and supe-

rior school facilities for whites.) 

 In the play Franklin explained why 

Post-Show Discussion Questions  
Discuss LIBERTY! EQUALITY! AND FIRE-

WORKS! with the children in your care 

using the following questions as a guide: 

 What are some examples of segre-

gation in the play? (Black people 

could not eat in the same places as 

white people; Mexican-American 

children could not go to the same 

schools as white children, etc.) 

 What were “Jim Crow” laws? (A 

phrase used to describe practices 

and policies of segregating or dis-

criminating against blacks). 
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1967 
Thurgood Marshall was appointed 
as the first black Supreme Court 
Justice by President Johnson. 

1968 
Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated at his motel in 

Memphis, Tennessee.  

2008 
President Barack Obama was 

elected as the first black Presi-
dent of the United States. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. talks with 

President Lyndon B. Johnson, 1963, 

Y. Okamoto 
Young African American woman 

casting her ballot, Nov. 3, 1964.  

Marion S. Trikosko for U.S. News 

& World Report. 

President Lyndon B. Johnson signs 

the 1964 Civil Rights Act as Martin 

Luther King, Jr. and others look on, 

July 2, 1964, Cecil Stoughton. 



Post-Show Activity: Ripples of Tolerance 
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 Write this quote on the board: “Each time a man 
stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot 
of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends 
forth a tiny ripple of hope.” John .F. Kennedy 

 

 Explain the following to the children: When we 
throw a rock into a pond, tiny waves ripple  
across the water. The same is true with our words 
and actions. Whatever we say and do sends rip-
ples of energy out into the world. If our words 
promote intolerance then that is the energy we 
send out into the world and that energy effects 
other people. But, if our actions are loving and 
tolerant then that is the energy we send out in 
ripples to those around us. 

 

 Let’s think about the characters in the play and 
track the ripples they sent out to the people 
around them. Draw the adjacent diagram on the 
board and ask the children if they remember what 
mean thing Sadie said to Harry at the beginning 
of the play. Put the following in the center cir-
cle—Sadie tells Harry “I wish you weren’t even 
on this field trip.” This is the rock that Sadie 
threw into the water. Those negative ripples 
effected the other characters. What other mean 
things do you remember characters saying to 
Harry? 

 Write out each of the things the children mention 
on subsequent ripples. Point out how one negative 
comment influenced all the others to say negative  

 
      things too. 

 At the very end of the play, Sadie changes her 
mind about Harry. Why does she change her mind? 
Does anyone remember what she says/does at the 
end of the play to show kindness toward Harry? 
(Draw another ripple diagram and put Sadie’s line, 
“Come on Harry, you can sit by me” in the center 
circle.) What are some of the ripples you think 
would occur because Sadie was nice to Harry? 
Add the children’s ideas to the ripple diagram and 
point out how one kind word sent tolerant ripples 
out into the world. One kind word can make a 
difference. 
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Post-Show Activity: “We Shall Not Be Moved” Selma, AL 1965 
Break the children into four groups and 

assign each group a research topic from 

the song (Mayor Smitherman, State 

Troopers, Governor Wallace, and Jim 

Clark). Provide research materials and 

allow them time to find out the answers 

to those two questions. (Be sensitive in 

pulling research materials. “Bloody Sun-

day” was the result of one of the spring 

1965 marches to Montgomery and some 

of the photographs from this incident 

may not be suitable for young children.) 

Let the small groups share their findings 

with the large group when finished. 

 

 

 

For this activity, you will use the lyrics to 

the 1965 version of “We Shall Not Be 

Moved” as motivation for research into 

the 1965 voting rights protest march 

from Selma to Montgomery, AL. 

To begin this activity, ask the following 

question: 

 Have you ever changed the words 

of a song? Why? 

At the end of the play we meet the char-

acter Bobby who marched 50 miles from 

Selma to Montgomery, AL to demand fair 

voting rights. One of the freedom songs 

sung during this march was “We Shall 

Not Be Moved.” But, the song is not the 

same one we listened to before we went 

to the play. The protestors changed 

some of the words of the song. Let’s lis-

ten to this 1965 version (this version is 

available on the Smithsonian Folkways 

recording “Freedom Songs:  Selma, Ala-

bama”) 

 What were some of the changes 

made to this song for the 1965 

march to Montgomery? 

Pass out the lyrics for both versions of 

the song (see Resource section for avail-

ability) and compare. 

 Who were the people mentioned in 

the 1965 version of the song? 

 Why were these names added to the 

song? 

Women march on Washington, DC, 

Aug. 28, 1963, Warren Leffler. 
Elizabeth Eckford followed by angry 

mob as she enters Little Rock Central 

HS, Sept. 4, 1957, Will Counts. 

Rosa Parks is booked into jail for re-

fusing to give up her seat on a bus in 

Montgomery, AL, Dec. 1, 1955,. 



 Explain the following to the children: In the 
play Sylvia explains how Mexican-Americans  
could not go to school with white children in 
California. The same was true for black 
children in the South until a 1954 Supreme 
Court decision made school segregation illegal. 
Slowly and violently desegregation of schools 
in the South began and continued through the 
1960’s. In the Fall of 1957 nine black high 
school students attempted to integrate Central 
High School in Little Rock Arkansas. These 
students come to be known as “The Little 
Rock Nine.”  

 Watch the PBS videoclip about this incident 
(see resource section for location.) 

 Discuss the following questions: How do you 
think the Little Rock Nine felt during this 
time? This situation was horrible and I’m 
sure there were times when they just wanted 
to quit fighting for what was right. What do 
you suppose helped to give them the courage 

to continue? 

 If we were alive in 1957, what things could 
we have said to the Little Rock Nine to help 
comfort them and give them courage in mo-
ments of doubt? Write down the children’s 
ideas on the board. 

 Now ask the children to write a letter to the 
Little Rock Nine to reassure them and to help 
give them courage. 

 When finished ask each child to select one 
line in their letter that they really like.  Have 
the children stand in a circle around a picture 
of the Little Rock Nine and go around the 
circle and have each child read that one line 
aloud as though they are speaking directly to 
the Little Rock Nine. As the teacher you could 
begin this exercise to model. 

 To end this experience encourage the children 
to think of ways they can help comfort and 
encourage the people in their own lives who 
may be facing difficult situations. 

Post-Show Activity: The Little Rock Nine and Words of Comfort  

 

that give context to the quote. Allow the 
children time to examine the posters and 
discuss how the background gives meaning to 
the quote. 

 Finally, provide art materials and ask the 
children to create a poster in the style of 
Amos Paul Kennedy Jr. Students could use a 
word processor and print out the words for 
their posters, use stencils and colored pencils, 
or even cut out words from newspapers and 
magazines.  

 Once finished allow students to view posters 
and discuss how the posters’ backgrounds 
give context to the foreground quotes. 

This activity will allow children the opportunity to 
find quotes from the Civil Rights movement, re-
search the context for the quote, and design col-
lage posters to illustrate the quote’s meaning. 

 In the play we saw many photos of civil 
rights protesters holding signs with important 
quotes/sayings from the movement. Show 
some photo examples found on the internet 
with signs that say, “We shall overcome,” “I 
am a man, “ “I have a dream,” “One man, 
one vote,” and discuss the meaning of those 
quotes. 

 Next, provide research materials for the chil-

dren and ask each child to select a quote/
saying from the civil rights movement that 
has meaning for them. (There are numerous 
quotation collection websites with search 
functions making it easy to collect literally 
hundreds of quotes.) 

 Allow the children time to research the con-
text of the quote including who said it, when 
it was said, and why it was said. 

 Next, show some of the 12 Rosa Parks posters 
that graphic designer Amos Paul Kennedy Jr. 
created for a special 2005 exhibit (see re-
sources for location.) Explain how the artist 
printed the quote in black over other words 

Post-Show Activity: Quotable Posters That Inspire 
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The Civil Rights Movement 
In Books 

 

Freedom Summer 

By Deborah Wiles 

(Ages 4-8) 
 

A Sweet Smell of Roses 

By Angela Johnson 

(Ages 5-8) 
 

Through My Eyes 

By Ruby Bridges 

(Ages 8-12) 
 

Witnesses to Freedom: Young People 

Who Fought for Civil Rights 

By Belinda Rochelle 

(Ages 8-12) 

 

The Watson’s Go To Birmingham—1963 

By Christopher Paul Curtis 

(Audio CD, Ages 9-12) 



Resources Used In This Study Guide 

We’d like to thank our sponsors,  
without whom we wouldn’t be here! 

PO Box 302037 

Austin, TX 78703 

512-743-7955 

Pollyannatheatrecompany.org 

The founders of Pollyanna 
Theatre Company believe 
in the power of the arts to 
bring much needed joy and 
hope into the lives of 
young people as well as 
into the life of the child 
that is alive inside each of 
us regardless of our age. 
And no other character we 
know embodies this time-
less power of optimism 
better than Eleanor Por-
ter’s timeless little girl,  
Pollyanna. 

This project is funded and supported in part by a grant from the Texas 
Commission for the Arts, The National Endowment, and the City of Austin 
through the Cultural Arts Division believing an investment in the arts is 

an investment in Austin’s future. 

 “Civil Rights Is All About Fairness” by Paula Young Shelton at Tolerance.org 

 All definitions used in discussion questions and/or activities can be found at dictionary.com 

 Children’s book recommendations from thechildrensbookreview.com 

 Lyrics for the Mabel Staples version of “We Shall Not Be Moved” available at http://www.songlyrics.com/mavis-staples/we-

shall-not-be-moved-lyrics.  And the1965 version lyrics are available at http://www.gilderlehrman.org/sites/default/files/

swf/jukebox/jukebox6.php 

 The SPLC Civil Rights Memorial Center “Civil Rights Activity Book” at http://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/

SPLC%20Civil%20Rights%20Activity%20Book%20web.pdf 

 “Eyes on the Prize:  America’s Civil Right’s Movement 1954 to 1985,” found at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/

eyesontheprize/story/05_riders.html#music. The Little Rock Nine video is located at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/

eyesontheprize/story/03_schools.html 

 The Rosa Parks posters of Amos Paul Kennedy, Jr. can be found on several websites including www.kennedyprints.com or on 

Google Images. 

 Historical information found at http://www.congresslink.org/print_basics_histmats_civilrights64text.htm and http://

americanhistory.si.edu/brown/history/1-segregated/jim-crow.html 

 Images can be found at The Library of Congress online photographs, the LBJ Library website, blackpast.org, famous-

pictures.org,  

Cast Photo 

Front row from left to right: 

Emily Braun—Dorothy, Bethany Harbaugh—Sadie,  

Olivia Jimenez—Maria 

Back row  from left to right: 

Judy Matetzshk—Director, Jacques Colimon—Harry,  

Aubrey Hicks—Miss Torrie, Cameron McKnight—Philip,  

Aaron Alexander—Franklin & Bobby,  

Craig Kanne—Game Show Host 

Not Pictured: 

Alessandra Manon—Sylvia and  


