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Lesson Plan: Young People Working for Justice 

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, Young People Working for Justice, focuses on the role of youth 
during the modern African American Freedom Struggle. The activities encourage 
students to envision their role in creating a just world.  

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

Essential Question 
What role did young people play in the African American freedom struggle?  

Lesson Activities 
Part One: Parent-Child Negotiations 
Part Two: Role of Youth in the Movement 
Part Three: Unsung Heroes and Sheroes 

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

Part One: Parent-Child Negotiations 

Instructions 
1. Watch Children’s March from Teaching Tolerance. 

2. Tell students that they are going to be learning about the role that young people 
played in the African American Freedom Struggle, specifically in the Birmingham 
campaign. Write Malcolm X’s statement, “Real men don’t put their children on the 
firing line,” on the board. 

3. Begin with the following discussion or quick-write prompts: Would you be willing 
go to jail to challenge an unjust law? Would you let your child go to jail in an effort 
to overturn an unjust law? Would your parents allow you to go to jail in an effort 
to secure justice for your community? 

4. Split the class in half and ask students to line up facing each other. One group of 
students will play the role of parents and one group the role of sons/daughters. 
Explain that they live in Birmingham in the 1960s. The daughters/sons should try 
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to convince their parents to let them participate in the march. The parents do not 
want their children to risk arrest or worse. Allow the students to role-play the 
discussion for three to four minutes.   

Materials 

• Watch Children’s March from Teaching Tolerance. 

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

Part Two: Role of Youth in the Movement 

Instructions 
1. Read one of the following of King’s works: “The Time for Freedom Has Come,” 

“The Burning Truth in the South,” or “Black and White Together” from A Time To 
Break Silence: The Essential Works of Martin Luther King, Jr., for Students. Ask 
students to take notes on the role of youth in the movement. 

2. Return to the Freedom’s Ring: King’s “I Have a Dream” Speech website and ask 
students to listen to interviews and read entries on the themes of “Tactics of the 
Movement” and “A People’s Dream.” In particular, students may want to explore 
the entries titled “Role of Youth,” “Youth Challenge Montgomery,”“Freedom 
Now!,” “Direct Action,” “Dramatize Injustice” and “Fierce Urgency of Now.” 

3. Using Ellen Levine’s Freedom’s Children, provide students with firsthand 
accounts from youth who participated in the movement. 

4. In a class discussion, compare King’s description of youth in the movement and 
the young people’s account. Why did they get involved? What did they believe? 
How did they describe their experiences?  

Materials 
• Freedom’s Ring: King’s “I Have a Dream” Speech 

• A Time To Break Silence: The Essential Works of Martin Luther King, Jr., for 
Students. 

•  Freedom’s Children, by Ellen Levine 

*************************************************************************************************** 
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Part Three: Unsung Heroes and Sheroes 

Instructions 
Research the following young people and events. Suggested resources include The 
Civil Right Movement Vets and Ellen Levine’s bookFreedom’s Children, and the Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Encyclopedia. 

• Claudette Colvin 

• Barbara Johns 

• Birmingham Children's Crusade 

• Little Rock Nine (Ernest Green, Elizabeth Eckford, Jefferson Thomas, Terrence 
Roberts, Carlotta Walls LaNier, Minnijean Brown, Gloria Ray Karlmark, Thelma 
Mothershed, and Melba Pattillo Beals) 

• Mary Loiuse Smith 

• Joann Bland 

• John Lewis 

• Diane Nash 

• Julian Bond 

As a culminating activity, ask students to interview members of the community and 
identify youth leaders from the past and present.  

Materials 
• Freedom’s Children by Ellen Levine 

• Civil Rights Movement Veterans website 

• The Martin Luther King, Jr. Encyclopedia 
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