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➤ The Dominant Narrative of the Civil Rights Movement  
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➤ Research materials 
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➤ Changes in student understanding

PRESENTATION OVERVIEW



Throughout this presentation, I will be providing you 
with access to resources I have used and created for 
this project.  Many of these resources are teacher 
created, and you can make those resources on your 
own, of if you would like to use mine, I will be 
providing access to my TPT store.   

All of the books I use are available on Amazon.  

RESOURCES



➤ As defined by my fifth graders: 

➤ dominant: “in charge” + narrative: “a story” =                             
the story that’s in charge 

➤ The dominant narrative is the story that’s usually told, 
and that people are comfortable hearing and retelling

WHAT IS THE DOMINANT NARRATIVE?



➤Turn and talk to a partner.  What is 
the dominant narrative of the civil 
rights movement?  What’s the story 
that’s usually told?

THE DOMINANT NARRATIVE OF THE 
CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT



➤ The dominant narrative of the Civil Rights Movement is: 

➤ Martin Luther King Jr. had a dream 

➤ Rosa Parks sat down on a bus 

➤ The civil rights movement is constrained to nonviolence and 
rights for African Americans

THE DOMINANT NARRATIVE OF THE 
CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT



➤ What’s wrong with teaching this dominant narrative? 

1. It’s only partial truth.  This story is widely incomplete, and doesn’t 
account for multiple perspectives.  

2. Students see the civil rights movement as the actions of few, and not as 
social movements that required thousands of people working together. 

3. Research shows that teaching stories of heroic figures such as MLK and 
Rosa Parks actually leads students to inaction, as they view these figures 
as flawless, and therefore, unrelatable and impossible to emulate. 

4. It leads students to the understanding that all problems have been 
solved, and race is no longer an issue in America.

SO WHAT’S WRONG WITH THAT?



➤ Do your own research!  We, as teachers, have also been taught the 
dominant narrative.  We need to reteach ourselves the stories that 
weren’t taught in our own childhood classrooms. 

➤ Give your students opportunities to explore and define dominant 
narratives.  Allow students space to question the stories they’re hearing.   

➤ Include the stories of people who were not on the forefront of the 
movement.  Avoid centering lessons around heroic versions of MLK and 
Rosa Parks. 

➤ Teach MLK and Rosa Parks in a authentic, multidimensional light.  They 
were complicated, flawed people.   

➤ In my own classroom, we challenge the dominant narrative through a six 
week timeline project.

HOW CAN TEACHERS CHALLENGE 
THIS HEROIC, FAIRYTALE STORY?



TOOLS FOR STUDENTS

5 questions to challenge 
the dominant narrative



➤ Week one: 

➤ pre-test 

➤ defining and questioning “dominant narratives” 

➤ introduction to the civil rights movement: vocabulary, 
historical context 

➤ introduction to 16 topics available to study 

➤ letter sent home to parents, available on TPT

SIX WEEKS OF THE CIVIL RIGHTS 
MOVEMENT

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Civil-Rights-Movement-parent-letter-2892294


TOPICS TO STUDY
➤ Mendez v. Westminster 

➤ Brown v. Board of Education 

➤ The Murder of Emmett Till 

➤ The Montgomery Bus Boycott 

➤ The Integration of Central High School 
➤ The Greensboro Sit-ins 
➤ The Freedom Rides 
➤ March on Washington 
➤ Birmingham church bombing 

➤ The Children’s March 

➤ Freedom Summer 

➤ The Selma March 

➤ The Civil Rights Acts of 1964 

➤ The Black Panther Party 

➤ East LA Walkouts 

➤ UFW Delano Grape Strike & Boycott



➤ Introduction to the Civil Rights Movement: 

➤ When I am introducing this material to my students, I have 
a 24 slide powerpoint that I go through.  The powerpoint 
provides historical context, vocabulary, tools to challenge 
the dominant narrative, instructions for the project, and 
introductions to each of the 16 topics available to study, 
including links to videos on several of the clips. 

➤ This powerpoint, along with coordinating notes, is 
available on my TeachersPayTeachers store.  Students keep 
vocabulary in their notebooks, and fill out the rest of the 
notes in their packets.

SIX WEEKS OF THE CIVIL RIGHTS 
MOVEMENT

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/The-Civil-Rights-Movement-Powerpoint-2892273
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Civil-Rights-Movement-notes-2892282


➤ Weeks two-five: 

➤ assigning groups and topics of study 

➤ students receive research packets (available on TPT) and file folders with 
materials 

➤ classroom library is available for resources 

➤ mini-lessons on research strategies: 

➤ how to analyze primary sources 

➤ finding key information in text 

➤ organizing materials 
➤ choosing valid sources of information 

➤ these weeks are all student-centered.  Teacher is available to read with 
students, to provide resources, to help with strategies, to teach who group 
mini-lessons, and to ask good questions.  The students should be working 
harder than the teacher!

SIX WEEKS OF THE CIVIL RIGHTS 
MOVEMENT

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Civil-Rights-Timeline-Research-Packet-2892256


FAVORITE RESEARCH MATERIALS
Newsela is one of our go-to 
places for research!  They have 
a library full of primary sources 
and biographies.

https://newsela.com/articles/speeches-lbj-civilrights/id/16357/


➤ Weeks two-five: 

➤ While students are working in groups to complete their 
own projects, the class is also doing biographical research 
on Corky Gonzalez, a leader of the Chicano movement. 

➤ This whole class research allows opportunities for the 
teacher to model research strategies, and for students to 
practice these strategies. 

➤ This inclusion of the Chicano Movement also allows 
students more opportunities to challenge the idea that 
the civil rights movement is constrained to African 
Americans.

SIX WEEKS OF THE CIVIL RIGHTS 
MOVEMENT



RODOLFO “CORKY” GONZALEZ

➤ book is $8.95 Amazon 

➤ written in both Spanish and 
English 

➤ glossary full of terms 

➤ wonderful integration of the 
Chicano movement! 

➤ can be used to fulfill TEKS or CC 
biography requirements, while 
also expanding students ideas of 
important figures of the civil 
rights movement 

➤ my side-by-side study packet is 
available for purchase on Teachers 
Pay Teachers

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Corky-Gonzalez-Biographical-Study-2892261


➤ Weeks five-six: 

➤ Students wrap up research 

➤ create visual presentations 

➤ present orally to the class 

➤ take final assessments 

➤ present their final timeline presentations to parents, 
students, and guests

SIX WEEKS OF THE CIVIL RIGHTS 
MOVEMENT













➤ Students were more likely to claim that there is not a “hero” of the civil 
rights movement, but rather, the movement required hundreds and 
thousands of people working together. 

➤ Students were less likely to identify all of America’s racial relations as 
“solved,” and were more likely to make connections between events of 
the Civil Rights Movement and current day matters, such as police 
brutality and the Black Lives Matter Movement. 

➤ Students were more likely to identify complicated cause and effect 
relationships between the events of the 1950’s-1970’s. 

➤ Students were more likely to describe multiple perspectives of different 
people and groups of people throughout the movement. 

➤ Students became experts in their events and in the movement as a 
whole, and walked away with a new sense of confidence and excitement, 
knowing that they have learned things many adults never have.

IN THE END…



“ The revolution has always been in 
the hands of the young.  The young 
always inherit the revolution.

-Huey Newton



➤ This presentation is available at www.utesfifthgrade.com  
(there’s lots of other good stuff on there too!) 

➤ All teacher created materials are available to purchase at my 
Teachers Pay Teachers site, www.teacherspayteachers.com/
store/ms-greens-mountaineers 

➤ List of books and resources used for research is included in 
your handout 

➤ Contact me at erin.green@austin.utexas.edu 

Questions?
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