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Overview 
 

 

The Civil Rights Movement is said by many to have begun on Thursday, 

December 1, 1955, with the Montgomery Bus Boycott.  On that date, Rosa Parks was 

arrested for refusing to move to the back of a city bus so that a White man could 

sit down.  According to Montgomery law at that time, Blacks could only occupy the 

fifth row and the rows further behind.  Blacks and Whites were not allowed to sit 

in the same row.  

The story of the Montgomery Bus Boycott is often told as a simple, happy 

tale of the “little people” triumphing over the seemingly insurmountable forces of 

evil.  The truth is a little less romantic and a little more complex. 

The simple version of the story leaves out some very important people.  Two 

males and two females, who were just as important in the Civil Rights Movement but 

not as well-known as Rosa Parks, are Fred Shuttlesworth, Clara Luper, Marian 

Wright Edelman, and Robert Moses. 
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Fred Shuttlesworth 

 

 Fred Shuttlesworth, (March 18, 1922 – October 5, 2011), pastor of Bethel 

Baptist Church, served as president of the Alabama Christian Movement for Human 

Rights (ACMHR) from its founding in 1956 until 1969.  ACMHR was a civil rights 

organization in Birmingham, Alabama, which coordinated boycotts and sponsored 

federal lawsuits aimed at dismantling segregation in Birmingham and the rest of 

Alabama throughout the 1950s and 1960s. 

 The first large public action undertaken by the ACMHR was aimed at the 

city’s segregated bus service.  ACMHR leaders petitioned the city to repeal the 

ordinances requiring segregated buses in Birmingham.  When the city refused, 

Shuttlesworth organized a display of peaceful civil disobedience in which hundreds 

of African Americans boarded buses and sat in “Whites-only” seats.  On December 

25, 1956, the night before the protest, Shuttlesworth’s house was bombed.  He 
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emerged mostly unscathed, and he was left convinced that he was ordained to lead.  

The demonstration went on as planned and resulted in 22 arrests. 

 In February 1957, ACMHR signed on as a charter-member organization in 

the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC).  The SCLC is an African 

American civil rights organization, closely associated with its first president, Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr.  Shuttlesworth was named secretary of the SCLC. 

 By 1958, at least 55 “movement churches” were active in the ACMHR.  

Weekly mass meetings were filled with emotional testimony, music, and passionate 

preaching.  They raised an average of $200-$300 per week to fund the 

organization’s lawsuits.  Additional funds came from speaking engagements in other 

cities and local supporters, some of whom did not join the group, including Whites, 

eager for change but could not risk certain retaliation by showing support for the 

public movement. 
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Clara Luper 

 

Clara Luper (May 3, 1923 – June 8, 2011) was a long-time Oklahoma civil 

rights leader.  Her lunch counter sit-ins helped end discrimination in public 

restaurants.  Luper had been the face of the Oklahoma Civil Rights Movement since 

1958 when she led a sit-in protest inside Katz Drug Store in downtown Oklahoma 

City, where the owners had refused to serve Black customers. 

 In 1958, Luper chaperoned a group of Black students to New York City.  The 

trip eastward was through the northern states.  Many of the students experienced, 

for the first time, treatment equal to Whites in public places.  On their return 

through southern states, they re-entered familiar, segregated territory.  As a 

result, a youth council group met in Luper’s home and decided to force the issue at 

downtown eating places that refused to serve Blacks.  They decided to sit down and 

continue to stay until they were served.  Included in this sit-in were young people, 

ages 6 to 13, including Luper’s two oldest children. 



! '!

 Luper helped establish the Youth Council of the Oklahoma City Chapter of 

the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in the 

1950s and served as its advisor 50 years.    
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Marian Wright Edelman 

 

 Marian Wright Edelman (June 6, 1939 – present) was founder and President 

of the Children’s Defense Fund and the first African American woman admitted the 

Mississippi State Bar.  Edelman began her collegiate studies at Spelman College, 

abroad on a Merrill scholarship, and she traveled to the Soviet Union with a Lisle 

fellowship.  When she returned to Spelman in 1959, she became involved in the Civil 

Rights Movement, inspiring her to drop her plans to enter the Foreign Service, and 

instead to study law, thereby graduating from Yale Law School in 1963.  

 After graduating from Yale Law School, Edelman worked in New York for 

the NAACP Legal and Defense Fund, and then in Mississippi for the same 

organization.  During her time in Mississippi, she worked on racial justice issues 
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connected with the Civil Rights Movement, and she also helped get a Head Start 

program established in her community.   

 Marian Wright Edelman established the Children’s Defense Fund (CDF) as a 

voice for poor, minority and handicapped children.  She served as a public speaker 

on behalf of these children, and also as a lobbyist in Congress, as well as president 

and administrative head of the organization.  The agency served not only as an 

advocacy organization but also as a research center, documenting the problems and 

possible solutions to children in need.   
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Robert Moses 

 

 Robert Moses (January 23, 1935 – present) studied philosophy at Harvard 

University and taught mathematics at the Horace Mann School in New York.  Moses 

left teaching to work full-time in the Civil Rights Movement.  He was field 

secretary for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and was 

director of the SNCC’s Mississippi Project. 

 In 1961, Moses became a member of the Freedom Riders.  After training in 

nonviolent techniques, Black and White volunteers sat next to each other as they 

traveled through the Deep South.  Local police were unwilling to protect these 

passengers, and in several places they were beaten by White mobs.   

Moses emerged as one of the leading figures in SNCC, and in 1964 he was 

the main organizer of the Freedom Summer Project.  Its main objective was to try 

to end the political disenfranchisement of African Americans in the Deep South.  
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Moses also organized the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, which challenged 

the Mississippi regulars at the 1964 Democratic Party Convention in Atlantic City. 

After Moses left the SNCC in 1966, he began working as a teacher for the 

Ministry of Education in Tanzania.  He later returned to Harvard to earn his Ph.D.  

Years later, he was awarded a MacArthur fellowship. Over subsequent years he 

developed the Algebra Project.  The Algebra Project is a national mathematics 

literacy effort aimed at helping low-income students and students of color, 

particularly African American and Latino students, successfully achieve 

mathematical skills that are a prerequisite for a college-preparatory mathematics 

sequence in high school for today’s technological society. 
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Activities 
 

Activity One:  Biography 
 

1. Discuss with students the events that took place during the Civil Rights 

Movement from 1955-1968. 

2. Ask students to give you (the teacher) the names of people that come to 

their mind when they think of the Civil Rights Movement.  Write answers on 

chalkboard. 

3. Remind students that there are many lesser-known people who also played 

significant roles in the Civil Rights Movement.  Tell the class you have 

selected the names of four of the lesser-known activists.   

4. Discuss with students the importance of those that worked “behind the 

scenes.”  Do we see that happen in today’s world?  Ask for examples.  Ask 

students if they have ever worked behind the scenes.  How did they feel? 

5. Give students the names of the four activists they are going to learn more 

about: 

• Fred Shuttlesworth 

• Clara Luper 

• Marian Wright Edelman 

• Robert Moses 

6. Divide the students into four groups.  Give each group the name of one of 

the individuals.  Tell them they will be working together as a group to 

research the individual they have been assigned and will be presenting their 

research to the class.  This will be biographical. 
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Activity Two:  Timeline and Research Paper 
 

1. Show students how to create timelines.  Show them the different kinds of 

timelines that can be made using a variety of techniques. 

2. Students will work individually to make a timeline that will be used and added 

upon throughout the curriculum unit of the Civil Rights Movement. 

3. Each group from Activity One will included a specified number of important 

events from their activist’s life.  These events will be added to the individual 

student’s timeline. 

4. The timeline will begin with year 1955 and end with year 1968.  Each 

student’s timeline will include the Civil Right’s Act of 1964. 

5. As the class discussion continues throughout the unit, students will chronicle 

important events of the Civil Rights Movement. 

6. Students will then choose an event of interest from their timeline and 

expand on their event through a 4-6 page research paper. 

  



! "$!

Activity Three:  Vocabulary Activities and Journal 
 

1. Certain key terms will be recognized by the student groups as they relate 

their biography to the Civil Rights Movement.  Vocabulary and key terms will 

continuously be expanded upon and visually displayed in the classroom 

throughout the course of the unit.   

2. This will be done as a class with words added to the list as they are brought 

about.  Sample key concepts may include:  freedom, boycott, equality, 

segregation, integration, discrimination, race, prejudice, civil disobedience, 

activists, etc.  The class should aim to discuss approximately ten key 

concepts. 

3. Each student will be provided with a composition book.  Students will write 

approximately ! page for each key concept discussed in class.  (This can be 

in-class and homework.)  Students will write about their relationships with 

these concepts, such as their own experiences, what they feel, etc. 

4. Each member of the class will share one paragraph of their choosing. 
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Activity Four:  Poetry 
 

1. A range of poetry exists that focuses on the Civil Rights Movement.  Some 

poems emerged during the movement itself; others came later with 

reflective pieces that invite people to remember the period during which 

people fought for equality.  Some well know poets/writers include: Langston 

Hughes, Maya Angelou, Gwendolyn Broooks, Sonia Sanchez, Alice Walker, 

Michael Harper, Amir Baraka, and Abiodun Oyewole. 

2. The following are two examples of poems that students can analyze to 

determine how they reflect the Civil Rights Movement.  The class together 

will analyze these poems: 

• Comes the Colored Hour by Langston Hughes 

• Ballad of Birmingham by Dudley Randall 

3. Students will individually analyze other poems reflecting the movement. 

4. Students will then write their own poetry reflecting key moments in the Civil 

Rights Movement. 
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5. Activity Five:  Using the Arts to Study the Civil Rights Movement 

  
Music: 

Students will gather into the same groups from Activity One.  Each group will 

individually work with the music teacher to create a song about the life, 

experiences, and activism of their assigned individual.  Groups will then perform to 

the class.  

 

Art: 

Each student will choose a photograph from the Civil Rights Movement that 

“speaks” to them.  The Art teacher will provide an assortment of photographs from 

that era; students may also choose a photograph outside of the class.  Each student 

will discuss with the Art teacher a project that can be based upon their 

photograph.  Students will create art through different media.  For example, a 

student may decide to create a mosaic of an event, a painted picture, a collage, etc.  

Completed projects, along with the respected photographs, may be displayed 

throughout the school building. 

 

Dance: 

The class will learn the different styles of dance popular among African Americans 

during the years of the Civil Rights Movement.  The class will talk about the 

importance of movement and how it is used to represent and symbolize feelings, 

emotions, and states of being.   

 

Drama: 

Each group (those from Activity One) will choose an important event from their 

activist’s life.  The groups will rehearse, and they will then act out a scene for the 

rest of the class. 
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