
 
 

DESEGREGATING SCHOOLS 
 
Brown v. Board of Education (1954)  
 
 This Supreme Court case challenged the idea of “separate but 
equal” which was established in Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. Linda Brown 

was forced to attend an all-black school in Kansas.  Brown’s lawyers 
argued that segregated facilities could never provide equal education.   
Typically, segregated schools had limited textbooks, less qualified 
teachers, and poor facilities overall. In Brown v. Board of Education, the 
Supreme Court overturned Plessy v. Ferguson and ruled that “Separate 
educational facilities are always unequal.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The “Little Rock Nine” (1957)  
 

In the summer of 1957, in response to 
the decision made at Brown v. Board of Education, 
Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas 
made plans to desegregate its school.  However, 
the Arkansas governor called the National Guard 
to refuse to allow any black student from entering 
the high school. 

By blocking the students’ entry into the school, the governor was violating the 
federal Supreme Court decision in Brown vs. Board of Education.  President Eisenhower 
would not stand for an individual state going against the federal government, so he 
ordered the 101st Airborne Division of the U.S. Army to Little Rock High School.  On 

September 25, 1957, with the protection of the soldiers, the students were allowed to attend the school. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Critical thinking:  Even though the Supreme Court ruled that school segregation was unconstitutional, why do 

you think schools in the South did not immediately desegregate? 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

__ 

Take a point of view:  You are an African American high school student living in Little Rock in 1957.  You 

are asked to be part of a small group of African Americans to attend the all-white high school next September.  

Do you take the risk and accept the offer, or do you stick with the all-black school for now?  Explain. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_ 
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DESEGREGATING BUS TRANSPORTATION 

 

Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott: December, 1955 
 Alabama’s segregation laws continued despite Supreme Court rulings.  One 
December evening, Rosa Parks was riding a crowded Montgomery City Lines bus 
home from work.  The driver of the bus ordered her to move to the back so that a 
white man could have her seat.  Parks, who was a well-known activist and former 
secretary for the NAACP, refused.  She was arrested and put in jail.  Her arrest 
triggered an outcry from the black community of Montgomery.  Several women of 
the NAACP proposed that all blacks in the city boycott the buses.  To support this 
protest, black leaders formed the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) and 
chose Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. as its head.  The boycott lasted over a year – from 
December 5, 1955 to December 20, 1956 – where blacks either walked or carpooled to get to and from work.  This cost the 
bus company roughly 65 percent of its income.  Downtown merchants in Montgomery even reported losses of close to $1 
million. 

The boycott met with backlash from whites.  Police harassed black protesters, King was arrested and jailed for 
several days, and even his house was bombed.  Still, King encouraged the protesters to limit their actions to civil 
disobedience, or nonviolent protest against unjust laws.  Eventually, in 1956, the MIA filed a federal lawsuit to end bus 
segregation in Montgomery.  Nearly a year after Rosa Parks’ arrest, the Supreme Court ruled that segregation on Alabama 
buses was unconstitutional.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Freedom Rides” (1960s)  
Despite the victory in Montgomery, segregation laws continued to limit 

the rights of blacks across the South.  In 1961, the Congress of Racial Equality 
(CORE) organized the first of many “Freedom Rides.”  The goal was to test a 
recent Supreme Court ruling outlawing segregation in interstate travel.  The 
first 13 Freedom Riders –seven black, six white – set out to the Deep South.  
They successfully integrated several bus stations before being violently attacked 
in Alabama.  Some of the riders were even arrested in Jackson, Mississippi for 
violating segregation laws.  The widespread violence provoked by the Freedom 
Rides sent shock waves through American society; however, the actions of the 
Freedom Riders from the North, who faced danger on behalf of southern 
blacks, impressed and inspired the many blacks the South.  This continued to 
spread awareness for civil rights issues in the United States.     
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE 

Make a connection:  After reading this article, write down any connection you can make to it (text-to-text, 

text-to-self, or text-to-world).  Explain this connection and how it can help you remember what you read. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________

_ 

____________________________________________________________________________

_ 
 

Write a journal entry:  You are one of the Freedom Riders.  Write a short journal entry in which you describe 

your experience AND your thoughts or feelings about it. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
____ 
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Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. & Lunch Counter Sit-Ins  
 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. & Civil Disobedience 
The Montgomery Bus Boycott had brought forth a dynamic civil rights leader in 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. The boycott also provided the first test of King’s 
belief in civil disobedience, or the peaceful, non-violent, refusal to obey unjust 
laws.  Dr. King had learned of this strategy growing up with Christian teachings 
as well as his study of India’s Gandhi, who used nonviolent resistance as a way to 
win India’s freedom from British control. Like Gandhi, Dr. King taught his 
followers that one should resist injustice even if it meant going to jail or enduring 
violence.  

 
The Greensboro Lunch Counter Sit-In (1960) 
Nonviolent protests took many forms. In 1960, four African-American college students, dressed in their best clothes, 
sat down at a “whites only” lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina, and 
ordered coffee. If they were served, they'd move on to the next lunch counter. If they 

were not, they would not move until they had been 
served. If they were arrested, a new group would take 
their place.  The students would be friendly, they 
would sit up straight, if they were hit or cursed at, they 
would not respond. The sit-in, a form of protest in 
which people sit and refuse to leave, became a 
common tool to protest segregation.  
  
 
Dr. King’s March on Washington and the “I Have a Dream” Speech 

(1963) 
In order to focus attention on a civil rights bill that President Kennedy had sent to Congress, civil rights leaders 
proposed a march on the nation’s capital. The March on Washington took place on August 28, 1963. 250,000 

peacefully assembled citizens stirred more Americans to support civil rights. 
Many people gave speeches that day, but none moved the crowd as did Dr. 
King.  His voice rang as he proclaimed, “I have a dream that my four little 
children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the 
color of theirs skins but the content of their character.”   
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Civil Rights, Voting Rights, and Beyond… 
 

Civil Rights Act (1964)  

Jackson, Mississippi Sit-In 
Greensboro, North Carolina Sit-In 

Write a short letter: Imagine you are organizing your own civil rights protest in 1963. Explain the nonviolent 

method to people who are considering joining the protest. Be sure to also include information about the recent 

success of non-violence through either the Greensboro sit-in or Martin Luther King’s march on Washington.  

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Since the 1800s, Jim Crow laws had made segregation and discrimination legal in the South.  Nearly a 
century later, these practices were finally banned under federal law.  In 1964, President Lyndon Johnson signed 
the Civil Rights Act, making it illegal to discriminate in public places or in employment on the basis of race, 
gender, nationality, or religion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The 24th Amendment and the Voting Rights Act 
 

The 1964 Civil Rights Act was a major step forward for African American equality, but it had limitations.  
Since Reconstruction ended in the 1870s, Southern states had prevented African Americans from voting using 
literacy tests and poll taxes.  Although these laws were clearly about race, they were written in ways that did not 
actually mention race as a requirement for voting.  Because the Civil Rights Act prohibits discrimination based 
on race, poll taxes and literacy tests – which are technically not about race – would still be allowed.  For African 
Americans to really have the right to vote in the South, more government action was needed… 

 

➢ 24th Amendment (1964):  Made it illegal for states to require a poll tax for voting in federal elections. 
 

➢ Voting Rights Act (1965):  Banned the use of literacy tests as a requirement for voting, and allowed 
for the federal government to oversee election procedures in southern states. 
 

The Civil Rights Movement continues – and grows more violent – in the late 1960s and 1970s 
 

While these laws were major steps forward, they did not bring an end to the Civil Rights Movement.  
Some civil right leaders, in fact, felt that progress was being made too slowly and required more aggressive action.  
Malcolm X was one such leader who disagreed with a strictly nonviolent approach.  After his assassination in 
1965, the Black Panthers emerged as militant civil rights group that supported the use of violence if needed to 
achieve their goals.  In 1968, Martin Luther King was assassinated as well, leading to riots in African American 
communities across the country. Just two months later, Robert F. Kennedy – a presidential candidate who 
supported civil rights – was also assassinated, leading to yet more riots.  These shocking events came alongside a 
growing opposition to the Vietnam War, leading to a general sense of anger and distrust of authority across the 
country.  This brought an increase in violent protests that continued into the 1970s. 
 

 

Critical thinking:  Why do you think discrimination still existed even after the passage of the Civil Rights Act?   

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

__ 

Critical thinking: How successful was the Civil Rights Movement? Back up your response with specific 

evidence from the readings along with any outside knowledge that you can. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 


