
Teaching the Struggle for Civil Rights, 1948-
1976: Teaching Critical Themes in History
Education
The Civil Rights Movement in the United States was a period of significant
social and political upheaval, marked by the struggle for equal rights and
opportunities for African Americans. The movement spanned several
decades, from the end of World War II to the late 1960s, and its leaders
and participants played a pivotal role in shaping the course of American
history.
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Teaching about the Civil Rights Movement is essential for students to
understand the complexities of American history and the ongoing struggle
for racial justice. By exploring the key events, figures, and themes of this
period, students can develop a deeper understanding of the historical
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context, the challenges faced by activists, and the impact of their actions on
American society.

Key Events and Figures of the Civil Rights Movement

1948: Executive Order 9981

President Harry Truman issued Executive Order 9981, which desegregated
the United States military.

1954: Brown v. Board of Education

The Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education that racial
segregation in public schools was unconstitutional.

1955: Montgomery Bus Boycott

Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a bus to a white man, sparking
the Montgomery Bus Boycott, led by Martin Luther King Jr., which lasted for
over a year and resulted in the desegregation of Montgomery's buses.

1963: March on Washington

Over 200,000 people gathered in Washington, D.C., for the March on
Washington for Jobs and Freedom, where Martin Luther King Jr. delivered
his iconic "I Have a Dream" speech.

1964: Civil Rights Act

Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which outlawed
discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.



1965: Voting Rights Act

Congress passed the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which prohibited racial
discrimination in voting and established federal oversight of voter
registration and elections in certain areas.

1968: Assassination of Martin Luther King Jr.

Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee, while
supporting a sanitation workers' strike.

Themes of the Civil Rights Movement

Nonviolent Resistance

The Civil Rights Movement was largely characterized by nonviolent
resistance, as exemplified by the teachings of Martin Luther King Jr.
Activists employed tactics such as boycotts, sit-ins, and marches to protest
discrimination and demand equal rights.

Economic Inequality

Economic inequality played a significant role in the Civil Rights Movement.
African Americans faced widespread poverty, unemployment, and
discrimination in housing and employment.

White Resistance and Violence

The Civil Rights Movement faced significant resistance from white
supremacists and segregationists, who used violence and intimidation to



suppress the movement. Activists were subjected to beatings, bombings,
and lynchings.

The Role of Government

The federal government played a crucial role in the Civil Rights Movement.
Presidents Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson all took steps to
address racial discrimination, but the movement also pressured the
government to enact significant legislation and enforce constitutional rights.

Teaching Critical Themes in History Education

Teaching about the Civil Rights Movement in history education requires a
critical approach that encourages students to analyze the complexities of
the period and its lasting impact. Here are some key themes that educators
can emphasize:

The Importance of Context

Students need to understand the historical context of the Civil Rights
Movement, including the legacy of slavery, Jim Crow laws, and
segregation.

Multiple Perspectives

Educators should encourage students to consider the perspectives of
different groups involved in the Civil Rights Movement, including activists,
white supremacists, and government officials.

The Role of Nonviolence



The nonviolent approach of the Civil Rights Movement is a valuable lesson
for students to learn. They can explore the principles and tactics of
nonviolent resistance and its effectiveness in achieving social change.

The Challenges of Change

The Civil Rights Movement faced significant challenges and setbacks.
Students can learn about the obstacles that activists encountered and how
they persevered despite resistance and violence.

The Legacy of the Civil Rights Movement

The Civil Rights Movement had a profound impact on American society.
Students should explore the ways in which the movement shaped laws,
policies, and social attitudes, and how its legacy continues to shape
contemporary issues of race and equality.

Teaching about the Civil Rights Movement is essential for students to
understand the ongoing struggle for racial justice. By exploring the key
events, figures, and themes of this period, students can develop a deeper
appreciation for the challenges faced by activists, the importance of
nonviolent resistance, and the lasting impact of the movement on American
history.

Through critical analysis and engagement with multiple perspectives,
students can gain a nuanced understanding of the Civil Rights Movement
and its relevance to contemporary issues. By recognizing the complexities
of this historical period, we can better work towards building a more just
and equitable society for all.
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