
https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu

Lesson Plan: The Power of Freedom 

Introduction 
In partnership with Beacon Press, we've 
created a series of six lessons as a 
companion to A Time to Break Silence: The 
Essential Works of Martin Luther King, Jr., 
for Students. This lesson, The Power of 
Freedom, focuses on Dr. King’s most well-
known and frequently taught classic works, 
like “Letter from Birmingham Jail” and “I 
Have a Dream.” Students should read and 
discuss the themes in both works and 
connect to events in their lives today.  

Author: Andrea McEvoy Spero 
Subject: Art, English Language, U. S. 
History 
Grades: 6-8, 9-12 

Essential Question 
Did the nonviolent direct action, which King describes in his “Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail,” successfully transform Birmingham, Alabama from a segregated to a just society in 
1963? 

Lesson Activities 
Part One: Introduction to Birmingham 
Part Two: The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom 
Part Three: Freedom’s Ring 

************************************************************** 
Part One: Introduction to Birmingham 

Instructions 
1. Introduce the unit with a quick-write or discussion using the following questions: 

How do you change an unjust law? How do you define justice and injustice? 
2. Ask students to identify examples from the past and present of unjust laws in the 

United States. Discuss the process by which these laws have been changed or 
could be changed. Example: Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of 
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Education or the passage of the 19th Amendment to the Constitution, 
which guarantees all American women the right to vote. 

3. Provide students with "Birmingham in the 1960’s" handouts. After the students have 
read the handout, lead a discussion on the injustice which existed in Birmingham in 
1963. You may also wish to have students list violations of democratic principles as 
stated in the Bill of Rights and/or the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

4. Assign roles for upcoming role play. You will have groups of four and they will take 
on the roles of Martin Luther King, Jr., Wyatt Tee Walker, Fred 
Shuttlesworth, and Ralph Abernathy. Have students do preliminary research on 
their role from the King Encyclopedia. 

5. Discussion Questions: 
• What was the social, political, and economic situation in Birmingham, Alabama 

before the spring of 1963? 
• How do we, as a society, define an unjust law and which strategies are most 

successful in changing that law? If we are able to abolish legal injustice will it also 
result in abolishing social injustice? 

Materials 
Handouts: 

• King Describes Birmingham in the 1960’s 

• Bill of Rights 

• Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

Resources: 
• King Encyclopedia 

Assignment Options: 
• Journal entry 
• Research assigned roles,Martin Luther King, 

Jr., Wyatt Tee Walker, Fred 
Shuttlesworth, and Ralph Abernathy in King 
Encyclopedia. 

• Research Thoreau’s “On Civil Disobedience” 
• Research a current United States law which 

the students believe is unjust 
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********************************************************************** 
Part Two: The March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom 

Instructions 
1. Using the National Archives and Record Administration’s Document Analysis 

Worksheet, ask students to read and examine the March on Washington for Jobs 
and Freedom program.  

2. Introduce students to the Freedom’s Ring: King’s “I Have a Dream” Speech. Allow 
students to listen to and view the speech. Read the information and listen to the 
interviews within the A People’s Dream theme, especially the sections “The March 
Program” and “Meeting the Demands.”  

3. If time allows, encourage students to explore Freedom's Ringindependently or in 
pairs.  

 

Materials 
• Freedom's Ring: King's "I Have a 

Dream" Speech 

• Written Document Analysis 
Worksheet 

• Program, March on Washington for 
Jobs and Freedom  

********************************************************************** 

Part Three: Freedom’s Ring 

Instructions 
1. Play Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” speech from the Freedom’s Ring: King’s “I Have a 

Dream” Speech website once without the text and once with the text.  Discuss with 
students the following questions: What is new to them? Which images stood out to 
them? How is it different from watching archival footage? What questions do they 
have about the speech? 
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2. Allow student to explore the site individually. Ask them to watch interviews and to 
read information associated with at least four of the phrases in blue. 

3. Ask students to choose three sketches from the Freedom’s Ring: King’s “I Have a 
Dream” Speechwebsite that represent the themes of Justice, Transformation, and 
Reconciliation.  

Materials 
• Freedom's Ring: King's "I Have a Dream" Speech 
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