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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! The United States Through Industrialism,  Lesson 31, Linking 
Past to Present. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Martin Luther King Jr. Day

Linking Past to Present

Lesson Overview

In honor of Martin Luther King Jr. Day, explore the contributions 
of King and other civil rights leaders. Then, play a game to 
identify how events from the past shape how we live today. 

Procedures

1. Connect to prior knowledge. Ask students to think about 
events in their life that have shaped how they think and behave 
today. For example, perhaps they visited the zoo with their 
parents, and now they hope to become a veterinarian. Have 
students share the event with a partner. Then, call on a few to share their answers with the class. 
Tell students that just as events in their past shape their lives today, events in our nation’s past shape life 
in the United States today.

2. Read about the fight for equal rights and opportunities. Have students complete the reading and the 
timeline in the notes.

3. Play Name That Event! Divide students into four groups. Review the directions for Name That Event!
a. Each team will draw an Event Card and secretly prepare a pantomime of that historical event. 

(Actors may not speak during a pantomime.) Each team also prepares a short answer to this 
question: How does this event shape how we live today?

b. Each team is given 1 minute to pantomime their event. 
c. Teams in the audience get 1 minute to guess which event is being pantomimed. Each team should 

write the event and their team number on a slip of paper and hand it in.
d. The presenting team answers this question: How does this event shape how we live today?
e. Points are tallied, and a new team takes a turn.

4. Debrief the activity. Have a representative from each team come up with their Event Card and put 
themselves in chronological order. Ask:

a. What is the first event in this timeline?
b. How did the first event in this timeline affect other events in the timeline?
c. Which event do you think had the greatest impact on the United States? Support your answer with 

evidence.

https://www.teachtci.com/
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Pictured here is Martin Luther King 
Jr. with his wife Coretta Scott King 
shaking hands with New York City’s 
mayor in 1964.

1.  Fighting for Equal Rights 
and Opportunities
Had you been able to visit the Ford 

Motor Company in 1914, you would have seen a 
workforce of White men. The same would have 
been true in many factories. Although women 
might be employed as garment or office workers, 
the factory floor was a man’s world—so long as 
the men were White. 

At a Ford factory today, you would see a more 
diverse workforce throughout the company 
that includes people of all genders, races, and 
nationalities. This change was not by chance but 
was instead the result of a long—and ongoing—
struggle for equal rights and opportunities.

 Black Americans Demand Equal Rights  
For African Americans, the end of slavery had 
brought freedom, but not equality. During 
Reconstruction, racial segregation was violently 
enforced in the South. Black people could not attend 
the same schools or eat in the same restaurants as 
White people, and few Black people could vote, 
much less run for public office. Although many 
Black people migrated to the North and West to 
escape such discrimination, no part of the country 
was completely free from racism or prejudice. 

A major turning point in African Americans’ struggle for equality 
came in 1954 when a lawsuit known as Brown v. Board of Education 
of Topeka, Kansas, reached the Supreme Court. The question before 
the Court was whether segregated schools violated the Fourteenth 
Amendment, which guarantees all citizens “equal protection of the 
laws.” In a landmark decision, the Court stated that “separate  
educational facilities are inherently unequal.” 

A second major turning point came in 1955. It was sparked by 
the arrest of Rosa Parks, a Black seamstress and chapter secretary of 
Montgomery, Alabama’s NAACP, who was on her way home from 
work in Montgomery, Alabama. Parks’s crime was refusing to give up 
her seat on a crowded bus to a White passenger. Montgomery’s Black 
residents organized a bus boycott to protest the arrest and refused 
to ride city buses until Black passengers were treated as the equals of 
White passengers. 

The Montgomery Bus Boycott, led by a young minister named 
Martin Luther King Jr., was a critical moment in a new civil rights 
movement. King and other Black activists organized marches and 
protests across the South, which awakened the nation to the injustice 
of both racism and racial segregation. 
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Civil rights and farm labor leader César 
Chávez is shown here at a meeting in 
Arizona in 1972. A migrant farm worker 
himself, Chávez founded a labor union 
that later became the United Farm 
Workers. For his support of working 
people, Chávez was posthumously 
awarded the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom, although during his lifetime 
the FBI had monitored him because he 
was accused of being a communist. 

In 1963, civil rights protesters marched 
in Washington, D.C., to demand action by 
Congress. Over the next two years, Congress 
enacted two landmark civil rights laws. The 
first of these laws, the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, banned segregation in public places 
based on race, gender, religion, or nationality. 
It also outlawed discrimination in employ-
ment based on these same factors. 

The second law, the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965, banned practices that had kept 
Black Americans from voting in many 
Southern states. In Mississippi, for example, 
the percentage of Black adults registered to 
vote rose from 7 percent in 1964 to over 83 
percent by 2014.

Mexican Americans Fight for Economic Justice Mexican 
Americans were also subjected to racism. Many White employers 
would not hire Mexican Americans, leaving them few options for 
employment, like working for farmers who expected them to work 
long hours tending and picking crops for little pay.

Mexican Americans found a champion in César Chávez. In 1962, 
along with Dolores Huerta, Chávez organized a labor union later 
known as the United Farm Workers (UFW). In 1968, Chávez called for 
a nationwide boycott of California table grapes, which put pressure on 
grape growers to bargain with the UFW. In 1970, the growers agreed to 
most of the workers’ demands for better pay and working conditions. 
The UFW’s success inspired farmworkers to organize in other states. 
Farmworkers still push for fair work environments and wages today.

Women Fight for Equality The 1960s and 1970s saw a second 
wave of feminism. In response to the post–World War II push to 
force women out of the workplace and back into domestic life, Betty 
Friedan wrote The Feminine Mystique. Focused on White women, 
this 1963 book challenged the idea that women should be content as 
stay-at-home wives and mothers. 

Friedan and other feminists, including Dr. Pauli Murray and 
Sonia Pressman Fuentes, founded the National Organization for 
Women in 1966, which has worked for the equal treatment of women 
in all areas of life. For millions of women, equality means the freedom 
to work at any job while receiving equal pay. In 1950, women made up 
about 30 percent of the workforce, but earned only about 60 cents for 
every dollar that men doing the same work earned. By 2021, women 
made up nearly half of the workforce, but had yet to close the wage 
gap. That year, some estimates showed that women earned about 82 
cents compared to a dollar earned by men in the same jobs.

feminist a person who 
supports the equality of all 
sexes and genders
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In February 2008, Barack Obama 
become the Democratic Party’s 
candidate for president. “Change will 
not come,” he said, “if we wait for some 
other person or if we wait for some 
other time . . . We are the change that 
we seek.”

New Perspectives in Politics Women also began to seek 
more opportunities to serve in public office. In 1960, no state had 
a woman governor. By 2021, nine states had governors who were 
women. Women also held a quarter of the seats in state legislatures. 
Black and Latino Americans saw similar gains. (Latinos are people 
whose families come from Central or South America.) In 1971, Black 
and Latino Americans held only 20 seats in Congress. By 2021, that 
number had risen to 105. 

In 2008, Barack Obama became the first Black American elected as 
president. In his victory speech, Obama said, 

This election had many firsts and many stories that will be told 
for generations. But one that’s on my mind tonight’s about a 
woman who cast her ballot in Atlanta . . . Ann Nixon Cooper 
is 106 years old. She was born just a generation past slavery; 
when someone like her couldn’t vote for two reasons—because 
she was a woman and because of the color of her skin. And 
tonight, I think about all that she’s seen throughout her century 
in America—the heartache and the hope; the struggle and the 
progress; the times we were told that we can’t, and the people who 
pressed on with that American creed: Yes we can. 

On Election Day, more than 69 million Americans cast votes to 
make Obama the first Black American president of the United States.

In 1968, Shirley Chisolm became the 
first Black woman elected to Congress 
and the first Black woman to run for 
President in 1972. She once said, “If 
they don’t give you a seat at the table, 
bring a folding chair.”
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N O T E S

Section 1

1.  Choose three events from Section 1 that you believe have most shaped how we  
live today. Label those events on the timeline below, along with the date and a one- 
sentence summary of each event. Also draw a simple illustration to represent each  
event. Finally, draw a line from each event to the correct place on the timeline.

2.  Write a few sentences that explain how one of the events on your timeline has shaped 
how we live today. Use evidence to support your argument.

1910

1940

1930

1920

2000

1990

1980

1970

1960

1950

2010



1963
Martin Luther King Jr. speaks 

out for civil rights at the 

March on Washington.

1966
Betty Friedan founds the Na-

tional Organization for Wom-

en alongside other feminists. 

1968
César Chávez organizes  

a nationwide boycott of  

table grapes.

2009
Barack Obama becomes  

the first African American 

U.S. president.

Event Cards
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