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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, Lesson 
44, The Civil Rights Revolution: “Like a Mighty Stream”. Full support, including 
a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Martin Luther King Jr. Day

Martin Luther King Jr.’s Impact on Society

Lesson Overview

Investigate how Martin Luther King Jr.’s activism led to the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964, and analyze graphs to understand the act’s 
impact on society. 

Procedures

1. Conduct a visual discovery. Project this image. Discuss:
a. What do you see?
b. What are these people asking for?
c. These people are at Washington, D.C. Why might they 

have chosen the nation’s capital for the site of their demonstration?
d. What effect might a demonstration this large have on the federal government? On public opinion?
e. What does this photograph reveal about how civil rights activists worked to advance the ideals of 

liberty, equality, and opportunity for African Americans?
Tell students: On August 28, 1963, approximately 250,000 people marched in Washington, D.C. They 
protested for civil rights, employment, decent housing, and voting rights. At the time, the March on 
Washington was the largest political gathering in U.S. history.  The most notable event from the March on 
Washington was Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I have a dream” speech, delivered from the Lincoln Memorial.

2. Complete the reading and notes. Provide the reading to students. Ask them to complete the notes. 
Discuss:

a. How did Martin Luther King Jr. change the world? 
b. What is non-violent protesting? Why was it so important to Martin Luther King Jr.? 
c. How did the March on Washington lead to the Civil Rights Act of 1964?

3. Analyze the impact of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Project this set of graphs. Ask students to analyze 
the impact of the Civil Rights Act of 1964:

a. How did high school graduation rates for African Americans change between 1968 and 2015? How 
did college attendance change?

b. Describe the trend of median income from 1967 to 2014.
c. Overall, how did the Civil Rights Act of 1964 impact society? Use evidence from the graphs to 

support your answer.
4. Complete the cause and effect chart. Provide copies of the handout. Have students complete the cause-

and-effect diagram using events from the reading. Ask students to share their diagrams, then discuss as 
a class: What was Martin Luther King Jr.’s impact on society?
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Pictured here is Martin Luther 
King Jr. in 1963 after he met with 
President Lyndon Johnson.

Martin Luther King Jr.’s Impact on Society

Many people know the name Martin Luther King 
Jr. because he is one of the most prominent figures 
in history. You may know him best for his “I have a 
dream” speech and his peaceful protests that helped 
the Civil Rights Act pass in 1964.

Early Life Martin Luther King Jr. was born on 
January 15, 1929 in Atlanta, Georgia to a very 
religious family. King read from the Bible every 
day and his grandmother often told him Bible 
stories. Both his father and grandfather were Baptist 
reverends. They were both respected members 
of their community. They were also part of the 
NAACP (National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People). This organization wanted to try 
and improve conditions for African Americans.

King grew up in a time when segregation was still a major part of 
society. For example, white people and black people lived in different 
neighborhoods, they couldn’t sit in the same areas on the bus or 
in theaters, and there were signs like “whites only” at public pools, 
bathrooms, and drinking fountains.

King wanted to change the treatment of African American 
citizens. When he was 14, he entered a speech contest with the 
theme, “The Negro and the Constitution.” He spoke about how 
a democracy should give equal opportunity for all. He won the 
contest.

When he was 15, King enrolled at an all-male, all-black college 
called Morehouse College. Even at a young age, he was a powerful 
speaker. When he was 18, King told his father he wanted to be 
a reverend. His father wanted King to prove himself by giving a 
sermon at Ebenezer Baptist Church. He captivated the congregation 
and impressed his father. Four years later he became a minister, 
carrying on his family’s tradition.

King did not stop there. He continued studying at a school for 
ministers where he was elected president of his mostly white class. 
King was given a scholarship to attend a graduate school where he 
studied theology. While working towards his Ph.D. (the highest 
academic degree), King met a woman named Coretta Scott who was 
studying voice at a school of music. She became Coretta Scott King 
on June 18, 1953 when they were married. Coretta Scott King would 
go on to become a civil rights activist as well.
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Peaceful Protesting In 1954, King 
became a pastor at a Baptist church 
in Montgomery, Alabama. The city, 
like other cities in the south, was 
heavily segregated. Black people were 
living in areas neglected by the city 
government. The housing was terrible 
and the streets unpaved. Some houses 
did not even have electricity or 
running water.

King wanted to change the 
conditions and end segregation. A 
woman named Rosa Parks helped 
lead the way. On December 1, 1955, 
Parks refused to give up her seat 
on a city bus for a white passenger. 
She was arrested and charged for 
breaking the law.

To protest the segregation law and Parks’ arrest, King and other 
black leaders decided to boycott the city buses. They knew it would 
be difficult because many black riders did not have cars and greatly 
depended on the bus system. King expected success if 60 percent of 
black riders participated in the boycott.

Amazingly, 90 percent of black riders did not board a single 
bus. Old men and women walked miles to work. College students 
hitchhiked to school. Someone even traveled on a horse drawn buggy.

King became the face of the bus boycott. He received hate mail and 
phone call threats. Someone even bombed his home. Instead of being 
afraid, this made King more determined. He also never promoted 
violence and urged people to remain peaceful. He said at a meeting, 
“If one day you find me sprawled out dead, I do not want you to 
retaliate with a single act of violence. I urge you to continue protesting 
with the same dignity and discipline you have shown so far.”

The bus boycott lasted more than a year and was the first large-
scale demonstration against segregation in the United States. In 1956, 
Rosa Parks’ case was ruled unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme 
Court. It was a major victory but many segregation laws and practices 
remained.

The protests continued. King organized and led many more 
while preaching non-violence. It was a practice he learned from the 

Pictured here is Martin Luther King 
Jr. with his wife Coretta Scott King 
shaking hands with New York City’s 
mayor in 1964.
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teachings of Mohandas Gandhi that aligned with his own religious beliefs. 
Gandhi successfully organized peaceful protests against British rule of 
India, and won independence for the country in 1947. King believed 
non-violence and Christian love for fellow people would change things in 
America.

During a protest against segregation in Birmingham, many children 
and teenagers marched alongside King. Police used forceful fire hoses on 
them and turned police dogs loose to attack them. This brutal treatment 
shocked the nation. King was arrested and taken to Birmingham’s jail 
where he wrote a letter that became a famous statement about the right to 
stand up to injustice through non-violent means.

The biggest protest King led was the March on Washington, or “march 
for freedom.” On August 28, 1963, more than 250,000 people marched in 
Washington, D.C. to draw attention to civil rights. They were demanding 
the integration of schools, a program for job training, and an end to job 
discrimination.

At the Lincoln Memorial, King delivered the most memorable speech 
of his life about freedom and equality for all, or his “I have a dream” 
speech. The next year, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 which 
outlawed segregation in most public places, and forbade discrimination 
at work and in schools. The law was the most far-reaching civil rights law 
in almost 100 years and a huge step towards ending discrimination and 
segregation. However, King felt like there was more work to be done.

King’s Legacy Inequality issues remained and King began planning a Poor 
People’s Campaign. The movement’s aim was to guarantee all Americans 
good educations, decent housing, and a job. Sadly, this was King’s final 
campaign. He traveled to Memphis to support a strike by sanitation 
workers who wanted fair wages and better working conditions. In his last 
speech on April 3, 1968, King said he might not live to see the day when 
justice was truly achieved, “but I want you to know tonight that we, as a 
people, will get to the promised land.” The next night he was shot as he 
stood on his hotel balcony. He died shortly after. King was only 39 years 
old.

People around the world mourned his death. More than 100,000 
people lined the streets to watch his funeral procession in Atlanta and 
President Lyndon Johnson declared a national day of mourning.

King spent eleven years of his life fighting for equality. He gave more 
than 2,500 speeches, wrote six books, and many articles. He was even 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964 when he was just 35 years old. In 
1986, Congress established a national holiday in honor of King’s birthday. 
It’s celebrated on the 3rd Monday in January.
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R E A D I N G  N O T E S

1. How did Martin Luther King Jr. change the world? 

2. What three methods did he use to enact change?

3. What is non-violent protesting? Why was it so important to Martin Luther King Jr.? Use the quote from the text 
to support your answer.

4. List the three major protests that King was a part of and explain what they were and why they were effective.

Protest Effect
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G r a p h i c  O r g a n i z e r  T o o l k i t

Cause and Effect: Event Chart

Event

Event

Event

Cause

Cause

Cause

Effect

Effect

Effect


