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The Civil Rights Movement  

 

To get an overview of the civil rights movement, read the overview paragraphs on the civil 

rights movement from the late 1800s to the 20th century,  As you read, highlight key events in 

each of the five periods of time listed below to trace the historical development of the civil 

rights movement. 

 

1865-1876 

When the Civil War drew to a close in 1865, President Lincoln began plans to reconstruct the   nation after 

four bitter years of fighting.  The federal government stationed troops throughout the South to keep the 

peace and restore law and order. One major issue that had to be resolved was how to help formerly 

enslaved persons take their place in the nation as free people.  The first steps toward resolving this issue 

involved ratifying the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments to the Constitution.  The Southern states in the 

Confederacy had no vote in the ratification of these three amendments; instead, they had to accept them 

as a condition for re-admittance to the United States.  The amendments ended slavery, spelled out the 

right of citizenship, and guaranteed the vote for African American males.  However, some Southerners 

were determined to maintain white supremacy at any cost, which gave rise to the Ku Klux Klan.  They were 

also determined to get the federal troops out of the South. 

 

1877-1899 

The withdrawal of the troops in 1877 signaled the end of the Reconstruction period,  and the Southern 

states were free to govern themselves.   This led to greater suppression of African Americans as state 

governments in the South passed Jim Crow laws designed to expand segregation practices and restrict the 

African-American rights.  At the same time, activities of the Ku Klux Klan intensified.   

 

1900-1949 

During the first fifty years of the 20th century, the nation was involved in two world wars and a deep 

economic depression.  As a result, efforts to achieve civil rights for African Americans took a back 

seat  This allowed the KKK to remain very active.  During the 1920s, African American lynching became a 

national issue when Ida B. Wells exposed the practice in the South.  The practice of segregation in public 

transportation, education, and public accommodations became common across the South.  However, two 

major advancements were made at the end of the 1940s.   Jackie Robinson became the first African 

American Major League Baseball player in 1947.  President Truman issued an executive order to 

desegregate the military in 1948, in response to the role African Americans played in helping win World 

War II.    

 

1950-1960s 

During the 50s and 60s, the civil rights struggle was often tumultuous and violent as the push to end 

segregation intensified.  Key civil rights leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Thurgood Marshall 

tackled critical issues in communities and in the courts.  Dr. King encouraged the use of nonviolent civil 

disobedience as a way to stage peaceful protests that increased awareness about segregation.  Attorney 

Thurgood Marshall argued cases across the nation highlighting the inequities African Americans faced.  By 

the end of the two decades, major steps were achieved as a result of efforts by civil rights leaders, actions 

taken by the executive branch, laws passed by Congress, and decisions by the Supreme Court.  Sadly, 

responses to these efforts often resulted in violence,  including the assassination of the major leader of the 

civil rights movement, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in the spring of 1968. 



 
1970 to the present 

Simultaneously, the success of the African American civil rights movement inspired other groups to begin 

their struggle for equality and access to the promises guaranteed in the founding documents of the United 

States. This included Latino groups led by Cesar Chavez and Delores Huerta, and Native Americans, who 

founded the American Indian Movement (AIM), which advocated for the rights of indigenous 

peoples.  Even though women had achieved the right to vote in 1920 with the 19th Amendment, women 

still faced obstacles in the workplace.  By the 1970s, rights for disabled persons and voting rights for 

eighteen year oldsðprompted by youths sent to fight in Vietnam who could not vote until the age of twenty-

oneðimproved as a result of legislation and a constitutional amendment.  While progress has occurred for 

many groups, the struggle to achieve civil rights and equal opportunities for all Americans continues 

today.    

Timeline of Civil Rights 

On the left side of the timeline, for each group of years, summarize to what extent the time 
period advanced or inhibited the struggle for civil rights.  

On the right side select one event that you feel had the most significant impact to illustrate 
and explain.  
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Picturing the Civil Rights Era 

Consider each picture in the collage illustrating the 1950s and 1960 civil rights 

movement.  After looking at each, predict what you think is happening in each photograph 

and explain how it reflects the characteristics of the movement you previously read. 

 

 

Picture #1       Picture #5 

 

 

Picture #2       Picture #6 

 

 

Picture #3       Picture #7 
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Understanding Key Terms 

 
Read the terms and definitions below.  In the third column, predict the effect of the 
term on the decade and beyond. 

Vocabulary 

Term 

Definition Effect 

Affirmative Action  Policy that favors individuals from 

groups that have been discriminated 

against in the past  

 

Civil 

Disobedience  

Use of nonviolent actions to protest  
unfair government actions and 
practices 

 

Desegregation  Policy which eliminates the practice 

of isolating, separating, or setting a 

particular group apart  

 

Executive Order  Rule or order issued by the president 

that has the force of law to carry out 

the operations of the government  

 

Integration  Policy of intermixing people of 

different races that had been 

previously segregated  

 

Segregation  Policy of separating different racial or 

ethnic groups in public  

 



 
The Five ñCsò of the Civil Rights Movement 

To understand the complexity of the civil rights movement, we will use 5 categories that 

played key roles in the civil rights movement.  Each  begins with the letter ñC.ò  As you 

read a brief explanation of each, consider its impact on the movement.     

 

¶ Congregationsðgroups with key individuals whose actions impacted the civil right 

movement with positive or negative results 

 

¶ Courtsðdecisions of the courts to interpret the Constitution with regards to civil rights 

 

¶ Congressðlaws/statutes passed by Congress designed to carry out the Constitution with 

regards to civil rights 

 

¶ Constitutionðportions of the U.S. Constitution that address the issues of civil rights 

 

¶ Chief (s)ðthe Presidentôs role as Chief Executive, Chief Legislator, and Commander in 

Chief to impact on civil rights, 

 

After reading the five ñCs,ò rank them from most important to least important based 
on the impact each had in bringing about changes in the civil rights of African 

Americans. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As you read more about the five ñCs,ò keep in mind your original ranking of their 

significance to the civil rights movement.  You will have a chance to revisit your 

ranking for a final evaluation at the end. 

1st 

2nd 

3rd 

4th 

5th 



 
Congregations 

 

Follow the steps below to understand the role and impact of ñCongregations and 

Key  Individualsò associated with each in the civil rights movement. 

 

1.Read and identify positive effects with a plus sign (+)  and a minus sign (-) for negative effects 

for each passage.    

 

2. To summarize each passage compose EITHER  a ñFortunatelyò sentence OR an 

ñUnfortunatelyò sentence.  Use the sentence stems provided to guide you.   The explanation 

you provide should contain details from the reading.  NOTEðkey ideas that may help you with 

your analysis are in bold in each passage. 

 

óThe following paragraph has been provided as an example. 

 

SNCC and John Lewis   

 

John Lewis was a young African American leader of the civil rights movement.  +He 

was the chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) from 1963 to 

1966.  +During that time he helped organize the March of Washington in 1963, participated 

in sit-ins at lunch counters, led bus boycotts, and became one of the original Freedom 

Riders.  - He was dedicated to the idea of ending segregation in the United States using 

non-violence even though he was arrested and jailed many times.  + In 1965,  he 

organized marches in Alabama in an attempt to end the repressive attempts to prevent 

African Americans from exercising their right to vote.  - On March 7th, Lewis led a group of non-violent 

marchers from Selma to Montgomery.  They were met on the Edmund Pettus Bridge by Alabama state 

troopers and police who attacked the marchers with tear gas and nightsticks.  - Lewis himself suffered a 

fractured skull in the incident, known as ñBloody Sunday.ò  + The event was seen on television and 

brought national attention to the movement and resulted in the passage of the sweeping reforms in the 

1965 Voting Rights Act.  John Lewis later served as a U.S. Congressman from Georgia beginning in 1986 

until his death in summer of 2020.  

 

Example of Fortunately/Unfortunately sentences: 

 

Fortunately, SNCC and John Lewis had a positive impact on the civil rights movement because of 

their efforts to end segregation and achieve voting rights for African Americans using non-violent marches, 

sit-ins, and bus boycotts.   

 

OR    

 

Unfortunately, personally John Lewis suffered for his efforts to achieve civil rights for African 

Americans by being arrested, jailed and beaten. 

 

You will use the process outlined in the example on the next few pages. 



 
Tuskegee Airmen 

 

African Americans often had to serve in support roles during wars 

fought by the U.S. because the military was segregated.  They 

found ways to aid the war effort as navigators, mechanics, nurses, 

cooks, etc.  With the support of President Rooseveltôs expansion of 

the Army Air Corp to black colleges, African Americans who wanted 

to become airmen in World War II received training in a variety of 

areas.  Over 2,000 African Americans trained at an airfield in 

Alabama and became known as the Tuskegee Airmen.  Eleanor 

Rooseveltôs public support of the Tuskegee program boosted the 

visibility of the program.   The Tuskegee Airmen distinguished 

themselves as escorts to bombers during the war.  It was widely 

reported that no bomber escorted by the Tuskegee Airmen was lost to enemy fire.  While later research 

revealed this claim might have been exaggerated, the number of their safe missions is evidence of the 

Tuskegee Airmenôs valuable contribution.  In all, they were credited with some 15,000 combat missions, 

earning over 150 Distinguished Flying Crosses.  It is widely believed that their contributions paved the way 

for Trumanôs order to desegregate the military forces in 1948 with Executive Order 9981.  

 

Fortunately, the Tuskegee Airmen ____________________________________________(positive impact)  

 

because_________________________________________________________ . (explain your reasoning) 

OR 
 

Unfortunately, the Tuskegee Airmen_________________________________________ (negative impact)  

 

because_________________________________________________________.  (explain your reasoning) 
 

Navajo Code Talkers 
 

In times of war, both sides attempt to use secret communication 

and codes to pass information from one area to another.  During 

World War I, Cherokee and Choctaw Indians were used for this 

purpose because their unique language was largely unknown to 

the enemy.  They became known as code talkers.  Indian tribes 

continued to serve in this capacity during World War II.  The 

Navajo Code Talkers played an invaluable role in this 

process.  They provided a military code based on their complex 

language that could not be broken by the Japanese.  This code 

was used to send secret messages that proved vital as American 

forces attempted to regain the islands in the Pacific one island at a 

time. 
 

Fortunately, the Navajo Code Talkers _________________________________________(positive impact)  

 

because_________________________________________________________ . (explain your reasoning) 

OR 
 

Unfortunately, the Navajo Code Talkers_______________________________________ (negative impact)  

 

because_________________________________________________________.  (explain your reasoning) 



 
NAACP with Thurgood Marshall and Rosa Parks   

 

Political organizations played a large part in promoting civil rights for multiple 

groups.  In 1909, the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People) was founded, with W.E.B. DuBois (pronounced ñdu-

boysò) leading the movement.  At the time, the organization was dedicated to 

ending lynching of African Americans and securing rights guaranteed in the 

13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments.  During the 1930s, the organizationôs 

goals focused on economic justice, including fair employment practices, and 

outlawing job discrimination.  The associationôs efforts to end school 

segregation took center stage in the 1950s.  During the Civil Rights Era, the 

NAACP supported the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, as well as other laws 

designed to protect fair employment and housing practices.  Today, most of the NAACPôs efforts involve 

fighting injustice in the courts and lobbying for reforms in Congress. 

 

Fortunately, the NAACP____________________________________________________(positive impact)  

 

because_________________________________________________________ . (explain your reasoning) 

OR 

Unfortunately, the NAACP__________________________________________________ (negative impact)  

 

because_________________________________________________________.  (explain your reasoning) 

 

Thurgood Marshall 

 

Thurgood Marshall was an important leader in the civil rights movement and the 

nationôs first African American Supreme Court Justice. Marshall was born in 1908 in 

Baltimore to an interracial family.  As a child, Thurgood knew what it was like to be 

discriminated against in housing, education, and jobs. He believed that all people were 

created equal and fought for new protections for women, children, prisoners, and the 

homeless.  As an attorney for the NAACP, Marshall was in a unique position to 

influence how laws were interpreted. One of his most memorable clients was activist 

Rosa Parks. She was an African-American woman from Mongtomery, Alabama, who 

challenged the segregation laws in public transportation in 1955. Thurgood Marshall 

also represented Linda Brown in the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas 

case. In that case, the Supreme Court agreed with Marshall that separate schools for African Americans 

were inherently unequal, and therefore, a violation of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment.  Marshall was appointed a Justice of the United States Supreme Court in 1967. As a 

Supreme Court Justice, he participated in many decisions that furthered equal treatment for all people. 

 

Fortunately, Thurgood Marshall ______________________________________________(positive impact) 

  

because_________________________________________________________ . (explain your reasoning) 

OR 

Unfortunately, Thurgood Marshall____________________________________________ (negative impact)  

 

because_________________________________________________________.  (explain your reasoning) 



 
Rosa Parks 

In 1955,  Rosa Parks, an African-American woman, took a stand against discrimination by refusing to give 

up her seat to a white passenger and move to the rear of a public bus.  She wasnôt the first person to do 

this.  Fifteen-year-old Claudette Colvin had previously been arrested for refusing to give up her seat in the 

same bus system nine months before.  When  Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat and move to the 

back of the bus, she also was arrested.    The strategic action by Rosa Parks led to a African American bus 

boycott in Montgomery, Alabama.  The Montgomery Bus Boycott lasted thirteen months.  By using this non

-violent stance against discrimination, Parks brought attention to the problems of segregation and the plight 

of African Americans in the South. NAACP attorney Thurgood Marshall represented Parks in her court 

appearances following her arrest and trial bringing national attention to the case. Even though the Parks 

case stalled in the Alabama state courts, a 1956 decision by the U.S. District Court Supreme Court  in 

Browder v Gayle ruled that the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment, prohibited bus 

segregation.  This decision was affirmed by the U.S. Supreme Court. Rosa Parks continued to work with 

other civil rights leaders in the movement to end segregation, even though she lost her job and received 

numerous death threats. She is often referred to as the ñfirst lady of civil rightsò and ñmother of the freedom 

movement.ò    

Fortunately, Rosa Parks ____________________________________________________(positive impact)  
 

because_________________________________________________________ . (explain your reasoning) 

OR 

Unfortunately, Rosa Parks_________________________________________________ (negative impact)  
 

because_________________________________________________________.  (explain your reasoning) 

 

Southern Leadership Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., a Baptist minister from Georgia, became a leading figure in the Civil Rights 

Movement in the 1960s.  He also symbolized the role the African American churches played in the 

movement in connecting individuals with the movement.  Dr. King was elected President of the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference in 1957.  This organization took its ideals from Christianity and the non

-violent techniques used by Gandhi in his fight against inequality in India.   Dr. Kingôs writings had a 

significant impact on the movement.  His ñLetter from Birmingham Jail,ò written while jailed for leading a 

protest march in Birmingham, Alabama, outlined why non-violent civil disobedience was the best 

method for achieving civil rights.  His ñI Have a Dreamò speech, given in 1963 on the steps of the Lincoln 

Memorial in Washington, D.C., provided a national stage for the struggle.  Media coverage of the speech 

showed Dr. Kingôs eloquence as a spokesperson and leader of the movement.  It also allowed the nation to 

see that people of all races and religions supported this struggle. In 1965, African Americans planned to 

march from Selma, Alabama, to the capitol in Montgomery, to protest barriers preventing them from 

registering to vote and the death of an activist Jimmie Lee Jackson who was shot and killed by a state 

trooper at an earlier peaceful protest.  On the day of the march, known as ñBloody Sunday,ò African 

Americans were beaten and attacked by state troopers and local militia.  Dr. King used this televised attack 

to persuade President Johnson of the need for federal troops to protect the marchers as well as the need 

for his influence in helping to pass the Voting Rights Act of 1965.  In 1968, Dr. King was assassinated in 

Memphis, Tennessee, by James Earl Ray. 
 

Fortunately, Martin Luther King, Jr. ___________________________________________(positive impact) 
 

because_________________________________________________________ . (explain your reasoning) 

OR 

Unfortunately, Martin Luther King, Jr.  ________________________________________ (negative impact) 
 

 because________________________________________________________.  (explain your reasoning) 



 
Black Power and Malcolm X 

The major opposition to Dr. Kingôs non-violent approach to achieve equality 

came from the Black Muslims led by Malcolm X and supporters of the ñBlack 

Powerò movement.  Malcolm X urged black Americans to seize control of 

their own communities. He advocated self-defense, believing that any 

violence used against African Americans must be met with like 

violence.  Malcolm X moderated his views after leaving the Black Muslims, 

and his opponents assassinated him in 1965.  Malcolm Xôs early radicalism 

influenced other young African-American leaders who supported ñblack 

powerò and racial separatism. The Black Panthers, a group formed in 

California in 1966, opposed Kingôs non-violent approach and promoted black 

self-rule.  They encouraged African Americans to carry weapons to protect 

themselves against white police brutality.  They also organized community social programs to educate 

African Americans about their rights and provided health programs for those attending.  

 

Fortunately Malcom X and the Black Power movement ,___________________________(positive impact)  
 

because________________________________________________________ . (explain your reasoning) 

OR 
 

Unfortunately, Malcolm X and the Black Power movement________________________ (negative impact)  
 

because________________________________________________________.  (explain your reasoning) 

 

Little Rock Nine 

Despite the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision 

that declared segregation or ñseparate but equalò schools 

unconstitutional, there was still resistance.  This did not clear up 

with the second Brown Supreme Court decision, which ordered the 

states to end segregation with ñall deliberate speed.ò  Governors in 

the Southern states argued that the federal government had no 

business trying to end segregation in public schools because 

education was a state power.  Several Southern governors, 

including Governor Orval Faubus of Arkansas, drug their feet in 

ending the practice.  When nine African American students, known 

as the ñLittle Rock Nine,ò planned to enroll in the all-white Little Rock Central High School, Faubus ordered 

the Arkansas National Guard to surround the school to prevent them from entering.  He argued it was 

necessary to keep the peace and defuse the volatile situation.  President Eisenhower responded by 

ordering federal troops into the state to protect the students and allow them to enter the high school. This 

action showed Faubus and other Southern states that the federal government intended to enforce the 

Brown II decision.  

 

Fortunately,  the Little Rock Nine ____________________________________________(positive impact)  
 

because_________________________________________________________ . (explain your reasoning) 

OR 

Unfortunately,  the Little Rock Nine, _________________________________________ (negative impact)  
 

because________________________________________________________.  (explain your reasoning) 



 
Freedom Riders 

 
In the early 1960s, Freedom Riders were civil rights activists who rode 

buses in the Southern part of the United States to protest the continued 

practice of segregation on public transportation buses, despite two 

Supreme Court rulings that declared segregation on public buses 

unconstitutional.  In several Southern states, the KKK attacked the buses 

when they arrived at the bus depots, prompting the federal government to 

intervene.  The interference was justified under the Interstate Commerce 

Act.  Once buses crossed state lines, the attacks fell under the jurisdiction 

of the federal government.   

 

Fortunately, the Freedom Riders _____________________________________________(positive impact) 

  

because_________________________________________________________ . (explain your reasoning) 

OR 

Unfortunately, the Freedom Riders __________________________________________ (negative impact)  

 
 

because_________________________________________________________.  (explain your reasoning) 

 

 

American Indian Movement  
 

The American Indian Movement (AIM) was part of the civil rights movement in the late 

60s and early 70s.  The group formed in 1968 to make the American public aware of the 

discrimination and mistreatment of American Indians despite the passage of the 

American Citizenship Act of 1924 and the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934.  In 1973, 

two hundred Lakota Indians, who were also AIM members, seized control of Wounded 

Knee, a town on the South Dakota Pine Ridge Indian Reservation.  They protested the 

failure of the U.S. government to fulfill promises made to American Indians in various 

treaties since the nation was founded.  At first, the American public was sympathetic to 

their cause.  However, the group lost support when the protest turned violent.  

 

Fortunately, the American Indian Movement (AIM) _______________________________(positive impact)  

 

because_________________________________________________________ . (explain your reasoning) 

OR 

 

Unfortunately, the American Indian Movement (AIM)_____________________________ (negative impact)  

 

because_________________________________________________________.  (explain your reasoning) 


