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The Freedom Rides of 1961

“If history were a neighborhood, slavery would be around the corner and the Freedom Rides would be on your doorstep.” ~
Mike Wiley, writer & director of “The Parchman Hour”

Overview

Throughout 1961, more than 400 engaged Americans rode south together on the “Freedom Rides.” Young and
old, male and female, interracial, and from all over the nation, these peaceful activists risked their lives to
challenge segregation laws that were being illegally enforced in public transportation throughout the South. In
this lesson, students will learn about this critical period of history, studying the 1961 events within the context
of the entire Givil Rights Movement. Through a PowerPoint presentation, deep discussion, examination of
primary sources, and watching PBS’s documentary, “The Freedom Riders,” students will gain an understanding
of the role of citizens in shaping our nation’s democracy. In culmination, students will work on teams to design
a Youth Summit that teaches people their age about the Freedom Rides, as well as inspires them to be active,
engaged community members today.

NC Essential Standards for 8" Grade Social Studies

9 8.H.1: Apply historical thinking to understand the creation and development of North Carolina and the
United States.

9 8.H.2.1: Explain the impact of economic, political, social, and military conflicts (e.g. war, slavery, states’
rights and citizenship and immigration policies) on the development of North Carolina and the United States

9 8.H.2.2: Summarize how leadership and citizen actions influenced the outcome of key conflicts in North
Carolina and the United States.

9 8.H.3.3: Explain how individuals and groups have influenced economic, political and social change in North
Carolina and the United States.

1 8.0&G.1.4: Analyze access to democratic rights and freedoms among various groups in North Carolina and
the United States

1 8.C&G.2.1: Evaluate the effectiveness of various approaches used to effect change in North Carolina and the
United States

1 8.0&G.2.2: Analyze issues pursued through active citizen campaigns for change

1 8.C&G.2.3: Explain the impact of human and civil rights issues throughout North Carolina and United States

history.
T 8.C.1.3: Summarize the contributions of particular groups to the development of North Carolina
and the United States

Essential Questions

1 Who were the key players in the Freedom Rides and how would you describe their character based on the
roles they played?

Why did people volunteer for the Freedom Rides?

Why do you think the Freedom Rides attracted so many young college students to participate?

What were volunteers risking by participating in the Freedom Rides?

Why did the Freedom Rides employ nonviolent direct action?

How does nonviolent direct action expose injustice? Why was it such an effective strategy for bringing about
change during the civil rights movement?

What role did the media play in the Freedom Rides? How do media shape our understanding of the issues of
our time?

What did the Freedom Rides accomplish, short-term and long-term?

What was the most important lesson to be learned from the Freedom Rides?

What does the story of the Freedom Riders suggest about the role of citizens in shaping democracy?

What is the importance of civic engagement? How do you participate in public life?
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1 When prejudice and racism are supported by both custom and law, what can be done to create a more
inclusive society? How do you explain why there is often so much resistance to change?

Materials

9 “The Freedom Rides of 1961Power Point,” available in the Consortium’s Database of Civic Resources
o0 To view this PDF as a projectable presentation, save the file, click “View” in the top menu bar of the
file, and select “Full Screen Mode”
o0 To request an editable PPT version of this presentation, send a request to
9 Lyrics to Black, Brown, and White, by Big Bill Broonzy, attached
0 Teachers should find a recording of the song to play for students; this can be done via an internet
search of the title and musician
1 Key civil rights cases, readings attached (if possible, print each case on a different color of paper):
Morgan v. Virginia (1946)
Brown v. Board of Education (1954) & Brown v. Board of Education IT (1955)
Sarah Keys v. Carolina Coach Company (1955)
Browder v. Gayle (1956)
Cooper v. Aaron (1958)
Boynton v. Virginia (1960)

O O0OO0OO0OO0Oo

9 Key civil rights cases response sheet, attached
9 Letter from CORE to President, attached
9 Honoring the Freedom Riders by Hosting a Youth Summit, assignment sheet attached
o If you would like a Word file of this assignment for editing, send a request to Hinson@sog.unc.edu.
9 Optional/Additional Resources:
o “Jail, No Bail”, optional 20 minute documentary that can be shown to provide context for the 1961

Freedom Rides: http.//www.scetv.org/index.php/carolina stories/show/jail no bail/

0 PBS’s documentary & educational resources, “Freedom Riders:”
hitp://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/freedomriders/

A This site includes a two-hour documentary on the Freedom Rides, a teacher’s guide for using the
film in class, shorter clips to integrate within lessons, as well as numerous supplementary
resources.

o Oprah Winfrey's “Tribute to the Freedom Riders,” which includes clips of her recent interviews with
civil rights activists and other resources: http:/www.oprah.com/packages/freedom-riders.html
0 Map of the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation and the 1961 Freedom Rides , attached

A Teacher Note: Teacher’s who implemented the Consortium’s lesson “The Journey of Reconciliation.
1947" (available in the Database of Civic Resources) prior to this lesson and plotted the 1947 stops
on the bulletin-board size map of the Jim Crow south that students created at the beginning of that
lesson may want to now add the 1961 Freedom Riders stops onto that same map (using a different
color.) This will provide a visual of the Jim Crow laws and culture that were at play in each state
layered with the stops of the Journey of Reconciliation and the Freedom Rides of 1961. This will
also provide a visual of the difference in the two journeys.

0 See the attached "Recommended Resources on the Freedom Rides” for additional readings, radio
recordings, etc.
Duration

M Two-four 60-90 minute class periods

9 The time for teaching about the Freedom Riders can vary greatly depending on how much of the
accompanying PowerPoint teachers implement, how much of the PBS documentary on the Freedom Riders
teachers choose to show, as well as how much time students are allowed to spend on their Youth Summit
assignment.

Preparation
9 To appreciate the actions of the Freedom Riders, students must have a firm understanding of the Jim Crow
Era and the laws and societal expectations that were at play. A recommended precursor to this lesson is
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the Consortium’s “The Journey of Reconciliation, 1947,” which begins with a study of Jim Crow laws.
Additional lesson plans regarding segregation and the civil rights movement are available in the
Consortium’s Database of Civic Resources.

While Jim Crow and segregation are sensitive topics to discuss with students, it is important for students to
explore these historical events and understand how engaged community members fought such injustice. In
order to study this history effectively and safely however, teachers must have established a safe classroom
community with clear expectations of respect, tolerance, open-mindedness, and civil conversation. See the
Consortium’s “Activities” section of the Database of Civic Resources for ways to ensure a classroom
environment conducive to the effective exploration of controversial issues.

Throughout the study of Jim Crow, segregation, and the civil rights movement, students will encounter
racial slurs. Teachers must prepare students in advance that they will encounter such offensive words and
concepts. They should likewise be reminded that the point of the lesson is to examine such hate out in the
open so that they can learn why it is detrimental to a society, appreciate the sacrifices of those who fought
against such hate, and work to be engaged community members themselves who refuse to tolerate aspects
of hate today.

Procedure

1.

2.

What Would It Take For You To Leave College?

As a brief warm-up. ask students what their favorite college or university is and what they like about it.

Then project slide 2 of the accompanying PowerPoint, “The Civil Rights Movement & the 1961Freedom

Rides,” and instruct students to take a few minutes to consider the questions posed:

1 Imagine you were accepted to your favorite college and have made it through a wonderful first
semester. You've made new friends and you are keeping up with school work.

1 Afew weeks before your exams begin, a fellow student approaches you with a project she/he wants you
to participate in. The project would involve you leaving school for an undetermined amount of time.

1 What type of project (if any) would it need to be to convince you to leave? Is there anything that would
tempt you to participate to the point that you would risk your collage career?

After a few minutes of consideration and writing, ask students to share if there is anything that would tempt
them to leave. If so, what would it be and why? What would they be risking by leaving college? 1f nothing
could make them leave, why not? Project slide 3 and share the two quotes by theatre artist Mike Wiley,
who created a play about the 1961 Freedom Rides, “The Parchman Hour:"

1 “They tossed their books aside, packed only essentials and finished writing their wills. With only one
goal in mind—to fight racial desegregation in interstate bus travel—the young, interracial Freedom
Riders accepted the prospect of death as they rode the bus into the racially divided Deep South in
1961.7

9 “The Freedom Riders were mostly students...These are 17, 18, 19-year-old students from an array of
colleges around the country without regard to their own lives aiming to desegregate interstate bus
travels in a nonviolent and active way.”

Explain to students that in 1961, there were many students who risked their college careers and even their
lives to stand up against unjust Jim Crow laws in the South by participating in the 1961 Freedom Rides.
Let students know that in this lesson, they will be learning about this crucial history and the impact these
people had, many of them teenagers,

Setting the Stage for the 1961 Freedom Rides
Transition students back into thinking about the 1950s, when Jim Crow laws and segregation were in full
effect, by playing the song Black, Brown, and White, by Big Bill Broonzy. (The song can be found on the
Internet by searching its title). Also, give students the attached song lyrics to read while they listen. After
listening, discuss:
9 What are your first reactions to this song?
9 When do you think it was written/performed? What are the lyrics about?
9  What message is the artist trying to convey? What do you think his purpose was in singing this song?
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How does this song illustrate life in the Jim Crow South? What types of oppression/discrimination are
described in these lyrics?

How does the content of the lyrics contrast to the style of the song? (Discuss the juxtaposition of the
seriousness of the situations Broonzy sings about to the lighthearted way it is sung.) Why do you think
Broonzy made this artistic choice?

5. Review the impact of Jim Crow laws, as well as how the period following World War II set the stage for
challenges to such unjust laws (see the Consortium’s lesson plan “The Journey of Reconciliation, 19477).
Provide further context by going over slides b-12 with students, which provide brief summaries of important
events such as the murder of Emmett Till, the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the Little Rock Nine, the
Greensboro Sit-ins, & the Friendship Nine. Prior to this lesson, teachers may wish to use more detailed
lessons and resources to explore these events then use these slides as brief review. Lessons include:

9 Sitting Down to Stand Up for Democracy, available in CEC’s Database

1 AMighty Times: The Legacy of Rosa Parks,0 movie and curriculum available for free at
www.lolerence.org.

9 School Segregation in NC, CEC’s Database

9 A Counter Revolution: The Greensboro Sit-Ins, CEC’s Database

9 Teachers may also want to show the 20 minute “Jail, No Bail” documentary on the Friendship Nine,
as the strategy of refusing bail becomes important when discussing the 1961 Freedom Rides:
hitp://www.scetv.org/index.php/carolina stories/show/jail no bail/

Depending on what lessons have been implemented before this one, teachers should edit/omit/add slides as

they see fit, as well as tailor discussion with students based on whether the events on slides 5-12 are being
discussed for the first time, or discussed as a review. Sample discussion questions may include:

1
1
1
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How was young, 14-year-old Emmett Till impacted by Jim Crow etiquette/laws?

Based on your understanding of the Jim Grow South, why was no one charged with Emmett’s murder?

Emmett's mother held an open-casket funeral for her son for a particular reason. Why do you think she

made this choice?

0 Explain to students that when Emmet’s body was taken back to Chicago for burial, his mother was
resolute in having an open casket funeral, even though Emmett’'s head and face was grotesquely
deformed. She wanted the world to see the evidence of the suffering he endured, suffering that had
gone unpunished.

Describe what it took for the Montgomery Bus Boycott to bring about change in transportation

segregation. How do you think the African American community felt when the laws/expectations

changed?

What characteristics does it take in a person to organize/participate in a boycott? What does it take for

a boycott to work? Why is this an effective way 1o bring about change?

What type of opposition did boycotters face during the Montgomery Bus Boycott?

How might our society be different if the organizers and participants of the bus boycott would not have

been such active, involved citizens who persevered those 382 days?

What does Parks mean when she says, fié the only tired I was, was tired of giving in?0

How do you typically feel before the first day of school? What are some of the things you worry about?

Many of us feel very nervous before the first day of school. Consider those normal emotions, coupled

with the situation the nine African American students endured in Little Rock when trying to enroll for

their first day in a new school. How do you imagine they felt?

What does it say regarding the character of the students comprising the “Little Rock Nine” that they

were able to walk into that school?

How do the Little Rock Nine serve as an example of why we all need to be very aware of what our

government officials are up to, as well as participate in the political process?

What were the goals of the sit-in movement?

How does nonviolent direct action expose injustice? Why was it such an effective strategy for bringing

about change during the civil rights movement?
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9 What impact did the Greensboro sit-ins have (locally and nationally?)

9  Why is it important to study, remember and honor the actions of civil rights activists such as the
Greensboro Four and the Friendship Nine?

9 Why was “Jail No Bail” such a clever strategy?

1 What does it say regarding of the character of the Friendship Nine, that they served a month doing hard

labor on a chain gain, sleeping in dangerous conditions in a jail, all to try and fight segregation? Can
you imagine doing this yourself?

0 A discussion on historical perspective is important here. It is important for students to understand
exactly what activists were risking when challenging Jim Crow. It is important to point out to students
how easy it might be today, given that we are living in a different time and have different rights, to look
back and say that we would have risked our lives in the same way activists did in the 50s and 60s. But
the question remains, would you really?

Jigsaw Activity: Early Civil Rights Cases Show a Disconnect Between Federal, State, & Local Government
Next, point out to students that Jim Crow laws did not go unchallenged in the court system. Review the
Plessy v. Ferguson decision with students:

T OnJune 7, 1892, 30-year-old Homer Plessy, a black man, was jailed for sitting in the "White" car of the
East Louisiana Railroad. In Plessy v. The State of Louisiana, Judge John Howard Ferguson found
Plessy guilty for refusing to leave the white car. Plessy did not accept this and appealed to the
Supreme Court of Louisiana, who also upheld the decision. Finally, in 1896, Plessy’s case was heard by
the Supreme Court of the United States. Ask a volunteer to read slide 13's comments from Justice
Henry Brown regarding the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson out loud. Instruct students to silently consider
this statement for a moment and then discuss:

0 Based on your understanding of these quotes, how did the Supreme Court rule in Plessy v.

Ferguson?

0 Why does Justice Brown believe that the Separate Car Act is constitutional? What evidence does he
give?

0 According to Justice Brown, if the “colored race” feels inferior riding in a separate car, who is
responsible?

Explain to students that many civil rights court cases would relate to the Plessy v. Ferguson case. And,
even when the courts sometimes made a just decision, they were unfortunately not always enforced by the
law. Project slide 14 and explain to students that for further context, they are going to review six court
cases involving segregation, all of which occurred before the 1961 Freedom Rides. Tell students they will
then teach a group of students about their case in a jigsaw activity. Divide students into six cooperative
groups and give each group one of the attached summaries of six civil rights cases on which to focus, as
well as a copy of the attached response sheet. Explain to students that they are to carefully read the
summary of their case, discuss the details with their group and fill out the summary sheet provided to them.
Let students know that each of them must individually have a comprehensive understanding of their group’s
case, since in the second step of this jigsaw activity they will each be teaching a different group of students
about their assigned case, as well as learning aboul five other cases.

Teacher note: If possible, print each case on a different color of paper — this will make the transition to
the second group easier. Teachers can also break students up into more or less groups than the
recommended Six; just ensure each group initially works on a different case. Also, while only six case
summaries are attached, there are other civil rights cases teachers may want to include in the lesson;
teachers are thus encouraged to supplement as they see fit base on particular learning outcomes.

Give groups approximately 10-15 minutes to work on their case. After all groups are finished, ask the
students to “jigsaw,” so that new groups are re-formed with one person representing each case in every
group. (If the six cases were copied on different colors of paper, each new group will have at least one
person with each color of paper.) Once students are settled in their new groups, have each member take 2-
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3 minutes to teach their new group members about the case they read about. Students should take notes on
each case as they learn from their classmates.

10. After each student in the new groupings has taught their group members about their case, have a volunteer

11.

12.

13.

student summarize each of the cases, allowing students to ask any lingering questions they have about each

case, and further discuss:

9 What surprises you about these cases?

9 How do these cases represent a disconnect between the branches of government (Executive,
Legislative, and Judicial) and the levels of government (federal, state, and local)?

1 What do you think it took to get these decisions enforced?

Project the Judge Learned Hand quote on slide15: “I often wonder whether we do not rest our hopes too
much upon constitutions, upon laws, and upon courts. These are false hopes; believe me, these are false
hopes. Liberty lies in the hearts of men and women; when it dies there, no constitution, no law, no court
can save it . ..” Tell students you want them to keep this quote in mind as they now turn their attention to
the Freedom Rides of 1961.

Introduction to the 1961 Freedom Rides
Project slide 17 and handout the attached CORE letter to President Kennedy. Instruct students to take a few
moments to read the letter as an introduction to the 1961 Freedom Ride movement. After students have
read, discuss as a class:
According to James Farmer, what are the plans and purpose of the Freedom Ride?
Why do you think they are sending an interracial, mixed gender and mixed heritage (2/3 of the group
are noted as being southern) group?
Why do you think Farmer wrote this letter to the President?
Why has he specifically explained that the group is trained in non-violence techniques?
What do you think Farmer means when he says that the rides are an “appeal 1o the best in all
Americans?”
In what ways does Farmer note that Jim Crow degrades democracy? Why does he classify Jim Crow as
a danger to our country?
Why do you think he ends with a quote by General Lee?
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Exploring the Events of the 1961 Freedom Rides

The details of the 1961 Freedom Rides offer numerous important lessons for students to consider.

Teachers have several options for conveying this important history to students:

9 Slides 18-30 of the accompanying PowerPoint summarize major events concerning the first wave of
Freedom Riders, whose journey ended in New Orleans in May of 1961. Slides 32-46 summarize the
second wave of Freedom Riders, when students organized by Diane Nash and students from Nashville
resumed the rides. Finally, slides 48-53 offer additional information regarding some of the key events
that took place after the Freedom Rides, illustrating that the fight for justice continued. This
PowerPoint was created with the expectation that is will be used as a basis for overview and deep
discussion (not lecture). It was also created with the understanding that teachers will omit, add, or edit
information as they see fit, based on what each particular class already knows or needs to know
concerning the Givil Rights Movement. To request an editable version of the PowerPoint, send a
request to cnorris@unc.edu.

9 PBS recently created a two-hour documentary on the Freedom Riders. The full length documentary and
an educational guide for using the documentary in the classroom is available at
hitp://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/freedomriders/.

0 Teachers who choose to show the full length documentary should consider interweaving some of
the Consortium’s PowerPoint slides with the documentary. (Students need a basic
understanding of the scope and sequence of the rides in order to effectively follow the
documentary.)
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0 Teachers should not play the documentary straight through; rather the film should be paused at
various points so that students can summarize and discuss what they have seen and what they
are thinking/feeling. The PBS link offers a Teaching Guide for the film under the “For Teachers”
link, inclusive of great overview readings and discussion questions for various sections of the
documentary.

9 Also located at the PBS site are clips from the documentary, organized by theme. In particular, there is
a link to “Teachers Domain” at the PBS site under “For Teachers.” Teachers Domain has created
discussion questions for the clips that can be accessed here. Teachers who choose not to show the
entire documentary are encouraged to utilize the clips intermingled with the Consortium’s PowerPoint
information.

9 Oprah Winfrey's “Tribute to the Freedom Riders™ also offers interesting clips of modern day interviews
with civil rights activists as well as ¢lips from the PBS documentary that can be shared with students:
http://www.oprah.com/packages/freedom-riders.html

Honoring the Freedom Riders: Plan a Youth Summit

14. Once students have learned about the Freedom Rides and have a basic understanding of their place within
the Civil Rights Movement, allow students to deepen their understanding by assigning the attached
“Honoring the Freedom Riders: Plan a Youth Summit.” In this group activity, students will work together to
honor the Freedom Riders and the difference their actions made then and now by planning an educational
and inspirational day-long Youth Summit. Go over the assignment sheet in detail with students, ensuring
they understand that the purpose of the Summit is to:
9 teach people your age about this fascinating and important chapter in the Civil Rights Movement and

the history of the nation and the brave people involved, as well as

9 inspire your attendees to be active, engaged community members today.

Teacher notes:

9 Determine whether to assign groups or allow students to choose groups, as well as decide how much
class time and homework time will be allocated for the project.

9 Teachers should also determine the format for turning in the written proposal (does it need to be typed,
should it be in a binder, perhaps you want to create a worksheet students will fill out for simplicity,
etc.)

Other things to note:
9 It you would like a Word file of the assignment sheet for editing, send a request to cnorris@unc.edu.
9 The NEH and the Smithsonian actually held a Youth Summit on the Freedom Rides. Should teachers
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