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Welcome to the study guide for 4 Little Girls. This extraordinary 
piece of documentary filmmaking is a tribute to four young girls who 
were tragically murdered 50 years ago, on september 
15, 1963. director spike Lee sensitively creates portraits of these 
children and the lives they led under the ever-present specter of 
racism. Through interviews with family members and eyewitnesses, 
as well as the use of period footage, Mr. Lee weaves a story that is 
at once heart-wrenching, unsentimental, infuriating, and prescient. 
Half a century after the bombing of the sixteenth street Baptist 
Church, this film presents an opportunity to reflect on the past 
and gauge how much progress has been made in the fight for 
civil rights and equality.

YOUr VIsIT TO BaM

The BaM program includes this study guide, a pre-screening 
workshop in your classroom led by a BaM teaching artist, and a 
post-screening discussion at BaM.

HOW TO UsE THIs gUIdE

This guide has been created to prepare you for your experience at 
BaM, to be used either before or after seeing the film. developed 
specially for online viewing, the guide links to primary sources for 
further investigation. students are encouraged to click on news 
headlines and embedded links to read articles from the time period, 
listen to music clips, and engage with the historical record of this 
seminal event. Every activitity includes associated Common Core 
standards, and primary source documents are rich with potential for 
further in-class learning. 
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Church bomb felt like ‘world shaking’
—The Birmingham news

Clock strikes 10:22am
deafening boom
shards fly. Walls crumble. Ceilings crash  

dEad: 
Cynthia Wesley, 14
denise McNair, 11
Carol robertson, 14
addie Mae Collins, 14

dEsTrUCTION INsIdE & OUT

Piercing blast. Total darkness. What’s that smell, the taste in your 
mouth? Why can’t you see around you? across from you is rev-
erend John H. Cross: “I jerked my head…and all around me was 
so much dust and soot—and glass had fallen, and plaster from 
the walls and ceiling…[I]t was so smoky in there that some of the 
people could hardly be identified three feet away.’’

“All of a sudden an explosion went off…It sounded like the 
whole world was shaking. And the building, I thought, was 
going to collapse.” —Reverend John Cross

right next to you, 15-year-old Carolyn Maull McKinstry says, 
“someone shouted out, ‘Hit the floor’…Fear enveloped me. What 
is happening! For at least ten full seconds, no one moved. Nothing 
happened” suddenly, chaos explodes. Everyone begins screaming, 
and stampeding. 

scrambling out, you hear police and ambulance sirens blaring. as 
the clouds of dust roll down the street, you can make out people 
bruised, bleeding, and running in all directions. Others stand stock 
still, too stunned to move. Now fellow church members, families, 
and neighbors pour in and start clawing at the bricks, mortar, and 
piles of razor-sharp broken glass searching for loved ones. 

The blast crushed two nearby cars like toys and blew out windows 
blocks away. You hear a son telling a reporter, “We were riding 
through the area where the bomb went off going to the airport and 
momma was hit with a brick.”

Glass flew at the Silver Sands cafe as the shock wave tore 
the windows and doors down. [Reuben] Ellis brushed glass 
off his lap and took a shard out of his arm. Blood flowed 
from both arms and the back of his head.  
—The Birmingham News

UNINTENTIONaL MarTYrs: 
sHaTTErEd LIVEs

http://www.al.com/specialreport/?bombing/97-shaking.html
http://www.al.com/specialreport/?bombing/97-shaking.html
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dIsCOVErY

In the downstairs restroom, reverend John Cross digs and “some-
one said, ‘I feel something soft,’ and we…discovered that it was a 
body, and pulled that one out, and dug a little deeper, and there was 
a second one, and a third one, and finally a fourth one…all thrown 
on top of each other.”

“I pulled one of the large concrete blocks away and there 

was one of the girls…” — Parishioner, Moriss Marchal  

It’s the surviving fifth girl, 12-year-old sarah Collins. sarah says she 
and her sister addie were in the restroom and “saw Cynthia, denise, 
and Carole coming through the door. They spoke to us and went 
straight to…the other side. When they came out, I was standing 
over by the sink, washing my hands…all of a sudden, I heard a 
loud sound—BOOM!—and I was blind in both my eyes…I didn’t 
know what happened. I just remember calling ‘addIE, addIE, ad-
dIE.’”

VIOLENCE ENsUEs

angry Police sift Blast Clues; Judge  
Decries mockery Of Law
—The Birmingham news

mayor Urges Citizens to remain Calm
—The Birmingham PosT herald

Victim by Victim, scream by scream 
—The Birmingham news

‘’It was like being in the vicinity of hell.’’ —Reverend John 
Cross

“How could there be a bomb here in my church? I could 
hardly comprehend such a thought. I had heard bombs go 
off in my neighborhood, but it seemed unfathomable that it 
could happen in this safe haven.” — Carolyn Maull McKin-
stry, childhood friend of the four girls

Unaware of what the men just found, you see hundreds of poeple 
coming toward you outside the church. In the background, you hear 
shotguns wildly blasting two blocks away as some furious african 
americans stone cars. It takes the police two hours to break up the 
crowd. and in the midst of the confusion, there are carloads of white 
people circling the church, laughing and singing a little song: “Two, 
four, six, eight! We don’t want to integrate!”

http://bplonline.cdmhost.com/cdm/singleitem/collection/p4017coll2/id/518/rec/11
http://bplonline.cdmhost.com/cdm/singleitem/collection/p4017coll2/id/518/rec/11
http://bplonline.cdmhost.com/cdm/singleitem/collection/p4017coll2/id/549/rec/37
http://bplonline.cdmhost.com/cdm/ref/collection/p4017coll2/id/523
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THE NaTION rEsPONds

Birmingham Bombing Kills 4 negro girls in Church; 
riots Flare; 2 Boys slain
-The new YorK Times

The day after the bombing, President John F. Kennedy states, “If 
these cruel and tragic events can only awaken...this entire nation to 
a realization of the folly of racial injustice and hatred and violence, 
then it is not too late for all concerned to unite in steps toward 
peaceful progress before more lives are lost.”

staring up at the ceiling in bed that night, you hear sporadic gun-
shots as vigilantes attack african americans on the street, raid their 
businesses, and set at least five fires. In the morning, you learn 
that two african-american boys, Virgil Ware and Johnny robinson, 
have been killed. sixteen-year old Johnny was shot in the back by a 
police officer. 

Next morning, as you’re walking to hear dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 
eulogy for the dead girls, you see 8,000 mourners, both african 
american and white, swaying together as they sing.

We shall overcome,
We shall overcome,
We shall overcome someday.
Deep in my heart, I do believe,
We shall overcome some day.

Listen and Respond: The History of 
“We Shall Overcome”

enriChmenT aCTiViTY

Listen to the fascinating origins of what became the unofficial 
anthem of the civil rights movement. do you know any songs 
that were originally related to one event but used later for 
another?

Birmingham Sunday—The Power of Music

enriChmenT aCTiViTY

Listen to the song “Birmingham sunday.” do the music and 
lyrics give you a different or deeper sense of the tragedy? Think 
about other songs you love. What is it about them that moves 
you the most? What makes them so effective? 

CCss.eLa-Literacy.ri.11-12.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to 
support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from 
the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.

A Dialogue of Music and Words

enriChmenT aCTiViTY

read and/or listen to dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s entire 
powerful eulogy for the four girls and then listen to the famous 
Jazz musician John Coltrane’s “alabama” He patterned it on 
the eulogy, and halfway through shifts from sorrow to gritty 
determination.

http://www.nytimes.com/learning/general/onthisday/big/0915.html#article
http://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=129856740
http://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=129856740
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QhnPVP23rzo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RkNsEH1GD7Q
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RkNsEH1GD7Q
http://www.drmartinlutherkingjr.com/birminghamchurchbombingeulogy.htm
http:///www.youtube.com/watch?v=m66xzIG2q9w
http://www.drmartinlutherkingjr.com/birminghamchurchbombingeulogy.htm http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiJ_0gp-T9A
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiJ_0gp-T9A
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiJ_0gp-T9A


BaCKgrOUNd: BIrMINgHaM,  
aPEx OF sEgrEgaTION

It was an awful time to grow up in this city.

—Birmingham Resident

What’s obvious about Birmingham’s nickname “Bombingham”?  
There were over 50 bombings in the 15 years leading up to the girls’ 
slaughter, and no arrests. While institutionalized bigotry was rampant 
throughout the south, Birmingham was the most deplorable example. 

The police either overtly supported or intentionally turned a blind 
eye the Ku Klux Klan’s extreme violence, and some were even 
Klan members themselves. Nobody was charged for the beating, 
shootings, burnings, and bombings of african-american businesses, 
homes, and churches. Police commissioner Eugene “Bull” Con-
ner was known for his brutality, and repeatedly ordered his police, 
firemen, and sometimes alabama state guards to let loose with 
tear gas, bully clubs, attack dogs, and fire hoses that blasted water 
which could tear the bark from trees 75 feet away. 

as elsewhere, Jim Crow laws (instituted in 1876), segregated 
african americans, assigning them separate public movie theaters, 
restaurants, libraries, ballparks, buses, and trains. signs ruled which 
fountains, bathrooms, and building entrances to use. 

In some states, it was illegal for african americans to greet white 
people. The state’s governor, george Wallace, was a self-acknowl-
edged racist who proclaimed in his January inauguration speech,  
“segregation now! segregation tomorrow! segregation forever!” 

why the 16th street Baptist Church? 

The bombers chose the 16 street Baptist Church for a specific 
reason. given Birmingham’s climate of rabid racism, local activists 
brought dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in to help design a campaign of 
non-violent confrontation to end discrimination, and used the 16th 
street Baptist Church as their staging ground. 

In the beginning, they staged boycotts, sit-ins and protests, but the 
white business leaders refused to budge on desegregating the city’s 
public facilities, theaters, restaurants, and stores, or to hire african 
americans. 

But Birmingham’s civil rights campaign leaders realized they needed 
more people and a new method if they were going to make any real 
impact. some of the adults were reluctant—they were afraid to lose 
their jobs and not able to support their families. so the organizers 
decided to recruit a whole new group of people to help: youth. 
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http://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hLLDn7MjbF0
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The Children’s Crusade
Imagine yourself with other high school students in a huge march 
to get everyone’s attention, and  put pressure on the business lead-
ers of Birmingham. 

The march’s first day, May 2nd, isn’t so bad. row after row of you 
determinedly march out of the 16th street Baptist Church. Bull Con-
nor immediately arrests the first 50 for not have a  permit,” so an-
other 50 of you run out laughing, clapping, and singing, “Freedom! 
Freedom!” The arrests continue, and you hear that Bull Connor has 
locked up 700 children and young people.

Undaunted, you and a thousand others show up the next day. Then 
things get terrifying. shirley Wesley King, Cynthia’s sister, recalls 
when Conner let lose men with fire hoses: “They were literally 
washing children down the street.”

Carolyn M. McKinsktry says, “It was like a brick water cannon…I 
don’t know if anyone’s thought about the pressure of one of those 
hoses, but it was like being whipped. It hit me in the face…and 
took my hair off.” Carolyn Maull McKinstry remembers, “When we 
reached the church, I stopped and stared. There were white tanks 
filling Birmingham’s bustling streets. army tanks!... Bull Connor ran 
all around us screaming into his megaphone. ‘Blast them with wa-
ter!’…Water shot out at a hundred pounds of pressure per second—
hard enough to break bones…The restless dogs charged at anyone 
close by, grabbed children’s arms and legs, bit their stomachs, 
ripped flesh, and drew significant blood.” 

You escape the panic but 2,000 children and 500 adults are ar-
rested. The day’s horror does, however, finally elicit results. a week 
later, under pressure from the United states Justice department, 
Birmingham’s white city officials agreed to desegregate the stores 

and hire african americans.

watch: gripping Coverage of Children’s March! 

But a day before the 16th street Church killings, alabama governor 
george Wallace virtually endorses bloodshed, bluntly declaring in 
his refusal to desegregate, saying “What we need is a few first class 
funerals.” 

Do People Change? How Much?

enriChmenT aCTiViTY

Overview
Read the chronological series of Alabama George Wallace’s 
quotes

Does he change over time? To what degree? Identify specific 
examples to back up your opinions.

CCss.eLa-Literacy.r11-12.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to sup-
port analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the 
text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.

Do Important Events In History 
Happen In Isolation?

enriChmenT aCTiViTY

Read Change Blowing in Wind During ‘63 

Learn more details about the atmosphere and events leading up 
to the bombing. Then think about something important that has 
happened in the news recently. What other events or attitudes 
might have contributed to that recent piece of news?

CCss.eLa-Literacy.ri.11-12.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to 
support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from 
the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=joc3CRL6x4E
http://pbs.org/wgbh/amex/wallace/sfeature/quotes.html
http://pbs.org/wgbh/amex/wallace/sfeature/quotes.html
http://www.useekufind.com/peace/change.htm
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NEWs MEdIa: a FOrCE IN HIsTOrY

How do you know what’s going on around you—social media?  
The 24-hour news cycle? In the 1960s, people got breaking news 
through the daily papers, or nightly television and radio shows. 
When the national media began to increasingly write about the civil 
rights struggle, the movement gained traction. People across the en-
tire county started to become aware of what african americans were 
truly facing. as a result, the movement’s leaders planned events that 
they hoped would bring widespread coverage.
 
sadly, the 16th street Baptist Church bombing became a huge 
national story exactly because it killed four innocent children. across 
the country, news headlines of the ghastly bombing moved many 
people out of complacency. Outrage erupted, and telegrams flooded 
the White House.

I don’t think the white community understood the depth of 
the problem and the depth of the hate…until that incredibly 
mean-spirited, terrible crime of blowing up kids in a Sunday 
School basement…[now] Americans understood the nature 
of that hate that was preventing integration particularly in 
the South, but also throughout America. —Walter Cronkite

Think about it: who writes the First Draft of history?
Journalists are on the front lines of breaking news, trying to make 
sense of events as they evolve. sometimes facts are wrong or 
conflict among the different articles. But in choosing what to tell us 
and how, the news media contributes to the construction of history. 
Listen to details at “How The Civil rights Movement Was Covered In 
Birmingham”

Think about it: “Killers of the innocents” 
History is not black and white, and generalizations are always a 
danger. Not all white southerners were racists, and not all white 
northerners embraced african americans. so what might surprise 
you about the excerpt below, from “Killers of the Innocents,” a com-
mentary in The Birmingham World newspaper three days after the 
bombing? How does it affect your understanding of the complexities 
of history?

“Society in a free country has a solemn responsibility to 
itself and those who make it up. Free men are bound by 
an irrevocable civic contract to safeguard the rights, safety, 
and security of all of its members. This is the basic issue in 
what is happening in Birmingham. The continued unsolved 
racial bombings tend to suggest the deterioration of society 
in this city…Is Birmingham a sick city…The killers of the 
innocents have challenged the conscience of decent person 
everywhere.”

http://www.npr.org/blogs/codeswitch/2013/06/18/193128475/how-the-civil-rights-movement-was-covered-in-birmingham
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FILM as a TOOL: 
sPIKE LEE’s 4 LITTLE gIrLs

In 1983, spike Lee, was captivated by the fascinating, intricate 
article , “The Birmingham Bombing,”  in The New York Times 
magazine.  The story offers in-depth insight into the 16th street 
Baptist Church bombing, the context in which it occurred, and the 
complex path of trying to lock away the bombers. spike Lee asked 
Chris McNair, the father of denise McNair, if he would participate 
in making a film about the bombing. spike Lee, however, was an 
unknown film student and lacked the skills necessary to make such 
a documentary and the idea did not come to fruition. Ten years later, 
Lee was a recognized director and Chris McNair agreed. “Finally 
I found someone whom I could trust… If I didn’t feel confident, 
I wouldn’t have talked with him. It’s very important that this be 
done accurately and correctly.”  By this point, McNair was a well-
respected  public figure, and had been a legislator for some 20 years; 
once he was on board, the families of the other victims followed.

“I don’t want people to ever forget...If there’s one thing I want 
people to get from this, it is that violence doesn’t pay. We all 
live in this small place—the world, together and we need to 
figure out a way to coexist.” — Chris McNair, Denise’s father

Screening the FIlm

enriChmenT aCTiViTY

Every documentarian presents a story with a personal point of 
view. When you watch Spike Lee’s 4 Little Girls look for what 
factual information Lee chose to use. Notice what the original 
source of this information is. Also, pay attention to the filmic 
techniques he uses: camera angles, music cues, editing cuts. 
How do all these choices influence the way you understand 
and think about the bombing, the girls’ deaths, Birmingham, 
and the civil rights movement?

CCss.eLa-Literacy.ri.11-12.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to 
support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from 
the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.

CCss.eLa-Literacy.sL.11-12.4 Present information, findings, and supporting 
evidence, conveying a clear and distinct perspective, such that listeners can 
follow the line of reasoning, alternative or opposing perspectives are addressed, 
and the organization, development, substance, and style are appropriate to 
purpose, audience, and a range of formal and informal tasks

http://www.nytimes.com/1983/07/24/magazine/the-birmingham-bombing.html
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THE JOUrNEY TO CONVICTION

Were the killers ever brought to justice? It took 39 years in fits and 
starts to get three of the four. Many of the relatives didn’t live to see 
one or more of the bombers convicted. But before journeying down 
the long tangled, legal road to convictions, let’s reconnect to the 
heart of the event, with a poignant conversation between a mother 
and daughter in “ The Ballad of Birmingham.”

FBI files, released decades after the bombing, revealed that the Bu-
reau had testimony from relatives, former Klansmen, eye witnesses, 
and secret recordings that indicated the men were guilty.

as early as 1965, a Birmingham field officer had written to FBI 
director J. Edgar Hoover reporting that “no avenue of investigative 
activity has been overlooked…as a result, it is apparent that the 
bombing was planned by former Klansmen robert E. Chambliss, 
Bobby Frank Cherry, Herman Frank Cash, Thomas E. Blanton, Jr.” 
and, furthermore, reassured Hoover that there was a ‘’climate of 
public opinion favoring prosecution” despite the city’s all-white jury 
system. 

But Hoover opposed the civil rights movement, and wrote back that 
he believed there was too “remote” of a chance of getting a convic-
tion, slamming the FBI case down. The bombers roamed free and 
the authorities lied to the parents, explaining that although they 
knew who the killers were, they didn’t have any witnesses who 
would testify, when in fact, they did.

What Went Wrong?

enriChmenT aCTiViTY

Dissect and identify the key obstacles identified by the 1983 
New York Times article “The Birmingham Bombing” in the 
lengthy path to three convictions.

From everything you know now, what is your opinion on the 
official summary “A Byte Out of History” by the FBI about its 
conduct in the investigation? 

CCss.eLa-Literacy.ri.11-12.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to 
support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from 
the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.

CCss.eLa-Literacy.ri.11-12.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to 
support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from 
the text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.

“Chambliss was the most pathological racist I have encoun-
tered. He was a chilling character.” —Howell Raines, former 

Executive Director of The New York Times

Bob Chambliss was the first bomber to be tried for the crime. His 
stepdaughter and granddaughter reported instances of him proudly 
boasting about his involvement in the bombing. But it was Cham-
bliss’ niece, Elizabeth H. Cobbs, who provided the most important 
information. she testified that the day before the bombing, Cham-
bliss, angry about a local newspaper article about a white girl re-
portedly attacked by an african-american, “placed his hands on the 
newspaper [and] looked me in the face and said, ‘Just wait till after 
sunday morning, and they will beg us to let them segregate.’ I asked 
him what he meant and he said, ‘Just wait and see,” was his reply. 

Herman Frank Cash died in 1994 without ever going to trial. In 
2001, 38 years after the killings, Thomas Blanton was given four 
life terms. He passed away three years later. robert Cherry died just 
two years after his guilty verdict in 2002.

“Ex-wife Says Suspect Admitted Role In 1963 Birmingham 
Church Bombing” —Newhouse News Service, Thur, Jul 22, 
1999 

So What’s the Story

enriChmenT aCTiViTY

Be a contemporary journalist and develop a gripping social-me-
dia broadcast pulling from some of the primary source articles 
in the links below Be aware of conflicting details, and particular 
points of view.

Civil rights digital Library

aL.COM Everything Birmingham “special report: sixteenth 

street Church Bombing”

FBI original files: “Birmingham 16th street Baptist church 
bombing” 

selected articles from Multiple sources 

CCss.eLa-Literacy.ri.11-12.7 Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of infor-
mation presented in different media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) as 
well as in words in order to address a question or solve a problem.

http://balladofbirmingham.org/Balladsong.mp3
http://www.nytimes.com/1983/07/24/magazine/the-birmingham-bombing.html
http://www.fbi.gov/news/stories/2007/september/bapbomb_092609
http://crdl.usg.edu/events/birmingham_bombing/?Welcome&Welcome
http://search.al.com/special+report%3A+Sixteenth+street+Baptist+church+bombing/
http://search.al.com/special+report%3A+Sixteenth+street+Baptist+church+bombing/
http://www.fbi.gov/fbi-search?q=16th+street+church+bombing&siteurl=www.fbi.gov%2F&siteurl=www.fbi.gov%2F#output=xml_no_dtd&client=google-csbe&cx=004748461833896749646%3Ae41lgwqry7w&cof=FORID%3A10%3BNB%3A1&ie=UTF-8&siteurl=www.fbi.gov%2F&q=16th+street+church+bombing
http://www.fbi.gov/fbi-search?q=16th+street+church+bombing&siteurl=www.fbi.gov%2F&siteurl=www.fbi.gov%2F#output=xml_no_dtd&client=google-csbe&cx=004748461833896749646%3Ae41lgwqry7w&cof=FORID%3A10%3BNB%3A1&ie=UTF-8&siteurl=www.fbi.gov%2F&q=16th+street+church+bombing
http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/m_r/randall/birmingham.htm
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saraH COLLINs rUdOLPH: THE FOrgOTTEN 
FIFTH gIrL 

What about sarah Collins, Junie and addie’s sister, who against 
all odds survived in the bathroom? sarah remains emotionally and 
physically damaged. despite months of hospital and surgeries, she 
lost her right eye. she only gained foggy vision in the other eye. 
But today her glaucoma could blind her completely. sarah also 
still carries fragments in her chest and abdomen that also were too 
dangerous to remove.

People told her to “just get over it.” But, as she puts it, “I went 
through the worst thing I think any child could ever go through, and 
I’ve still got the scars. …I still shake. I still jump when I hear loud 
sounds…Everyday I think about it, just looking in the mirror and 
seeing the scars on my face. I’m reminded of it every day.” Over the 
past 50 years, sarah has been left out of many commemorations for 
the other girls and few know her story at all. and unlike the other 
families, she never received and is still denied any monetary com-
pensation, leaving her to struggle with serious medical costs. 

“Long Forgotten 16th street Baptist Church Bombing survivor 
speaks Out”Hear sarah in her own powerful words.

THE EMOTIONaL LEgaCY FOr THE FaMILY 
aNd FrIENds: dOEs THE IMPaCT LINgEr?

As a relative or friend of Denise, Addie, Cynthia, or Carolyn, how 
might you feel now after 50 years?

Carolyn’s mother, Alpha Robertson, says, “We had good friends and 
family that gave us a lot of support…The hating of people wasn’t 
going to do me any good. It would hurt me worse than it would 
them…It comes up every now and then, but I’ve tried to put all 
that behind me.” Carolyn’s father never recovered from her death.

You saw Junie Collins, Addie’s sister, break down in the film say-
ing, “It affected me so bad.” She’d had to identify Addie’s ravaged 
body when she was only 16 years old. Junie suffered severe stress, 
nervous breakdowns, and electric-shock treatments that merely 
increased her memories rather than erase them. 

There were two others killed the night of the bombing. The police-
man who shot Johnny Robinson in the back without prior verbal 
warning as he was trying to run away, was never tried despite eye-
witnesses to the murder. Years later, after the officer had died and 
couldn’t be tried, Johnny’s brother described the FBI finally coming 
“to our house and sit down to tell us what happened. They didn’t 
tell us while my mama was living.” She spent time a psychiatric 
hospital after her son’s death. (For more see “Johnny’s Death: The 
Untold Tragedy in Birmingham”)

http://www.npr.org/2013/01/25/170279226/long-forgotten-16th-street-baptist-church-bombing-survivor-speaks-out
http://www.npr.org/2013/01/25/170279226/long-forgotten-16th-street-baptist-church-bombing-survivor-speaks-out
http://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=129856740
http://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=129856740
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dId THE CIVIL rIgHTs MOVEMENT sUCCEEd?

did the girls die in vain? did dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “dream” 
come true? 

some feel that the girls’ deaths shifted the climate across the nation, 
allowing President Johnson to secure passage of the Civil rights act 
of 1964 and prohibit discrimination in accommodations, facilities, 
education, employment, and public places. 

There were many momentous events before and after the bombing. 
after the Civil rights and Voting acts, leaders shifted their focus to 
the problems of poverty, equal employment, and housing. Unfortu-
nately, economic disparity increased during 1970s and 1980s, and 
activists had to fight to retain previous gains or ensure enforcement 
of those supposedly won.

For african americans and many other minorities today, race is still 
an issue, socially, politically, economically, and educationally. Cur-
rently, New Yorkers are dealing with “stop-and-frisk” policies and 
racial profiling, not just of african americans but Muslims, Hispan-
ics, and others as well. alarmingly, after almost 50 years, the 1965 
Voting rights act is under attack, and now restrictions are unfairly 
striking the poor, elderly, and minorities the hardest.  

still, the civil rights movement served as an inspiring model for 
future liberation movements of women, gays and lesbians, Native 
americans, and others. some groups have achieved more than oth-
ers, but the situation for many has moved forward.

 Who Can Vote Now?

enriChmenT aCTiViTY

OBJeCTiVe
Investigate the controversy over the 1965 Voting rights, which 
prohibits the denial, restriction or discrimination of the right to 
vote. design a series of protest posters with others that lays out 
why it affects the elderly, minorities, and those with little educa-
tion or in poverty the most.

CCss.eLa-Literacy.ri.11-12.1 Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to sup-
port analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the 
text, including determining where the text leaves matters uncertain.

CCss.eLa-Literacy.ri.11-12.8 delineate and evaluate the reasoning in seminal 
U.s. texts, including the application of constitutional principles and use of legal 
reasoning (e.g., in U.s. supreme Court majority opinions and dissents) and the 
premises, purposes, and arguments in works of public advocacy (e.g., The Feder-
alist, presidential addresses).

Do You Have the Right to Be Passive? 

enriChmenT aCTiViTY

Look around you. Where does racism, prejudice, discrimina-
tion, or inequality still exist socially, politically, economically, or 
educationally? Use the creative power of music, visual art, film, 
drama, opera, dance, prose, poetry, fiction, and multimedia to 
convince us to help those who are faced with injustice. Make 
your contribution to creating history, charting where we go from 
here.

CCss.eLa-Literacy.sL.11-12.2 Integrate multiple sources of information pre-
sented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, orally) in order 
to make informed decisions and solve problems, evaluating the credibility and 
accuracy of each source and noting any discrepancies among the data.

CCss.eLa-Literacy.whsT.11-12.1a Introduce precise, knowledgeable claim(s), 
establish the significance of the claim(s), distinguish the claim(s) from alternate or 
opposing claims, and create an organization that logically sequences the claim(s), 
counterclaims, reasons, and evidence.

http://www.history.com/topics/1970s
http://www.history.com/topics/1980s
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rEsOUrCEs FUrTHEr ExPLOraTION

Online resources
Public Television & Radio Online Websites

NPr special series: The summer of 63’

PBs: “Eyes on the Prize” 

Comprehensive website of america’s Civil rights Movement from 
1945-1985

Film, Poetry, Prose, Plays and music
“shake, rattle and rally: Code songs spurred activism 
In Birmingham”

“The Mix: songs Inspired By The Civil rights Movement”
Lyrics of Freedom songs

“soundtrack for a revolution” is a window into the musical and 
lyrical soul of civil rights movement, as well as the men and women 
that used song to give them the strength and solidarity to stand up 
for justice in the face of staunch, often violent injustice and bigotry. 
These songs and chants of freedom, sung by protestors, activists, 
and civil rights leaders during the 1950s and 1960s.

Examples of Film, Poetry, Prose, Plays and Music

additional online resources
Civil rights digital Library

Ferris state University: Jim Crow Museum of racist Memorabilia 

“Using Objects of Intolerance to Teach Tolerance and 
Promote social Justice” 

Library of Congress guides for analyzing Primary resources

Library of Congress guides for Using Primary resources: Motion 
Pictures, Photographs, sound recordings, sheet Music and songs, 
Political Cartoons, Prints, Oral Histories
Manuscripts

related movies about racial Discrimination
In the Heat of the Night
an african american police detective is asked to investigate a mur-
der in a racially hostile southern town. sidney Poitier, rod steiger, 
Warren Oates 

Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner
Matt and Christina drayton are a couple whose attitudes are chal-
lenged when their daughter brings home a fiancé who is black. 
spencer Tracy, sidney Poitier, Katharine Hepburn

Gentlemen’s Agreement
Philip green is a highly respected writer who is recruited by a 
national magazine to write a series of articles on anti-semitism in 
america. He’s not too keen on the series, mostly because he’s not 
sure how to tackle the subject. Then it dawns on him: if he was 
to pretend to all that he was Jewish, he could then experience the 
degree of racism and prejudice that exists and write his story from 
that perspective.

Book
Carolyn Maull McKinstry, “While the World Watched” (2011), pro-
vides an eyewitness account from a childhood friend of the four girls 
about the bombing, the events leading up to it, and the climate and 
life at that time in Birmingham.

http://www.npr.org/series/188312863/the-summer-of-63
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/eyesontheprize/
http://www.npr.org/2013/06/21/194238559/shake-rattle-and-rally-code-songs-spurred-activism-in-birmingham
http://www.npr.org/2013/06/21/194238559/shake-rattle-and-rally-code-songs-spurred-activism-in-birmingham
http://www.npr.org/series/188312863/the-summer-of-63 Lyrics of Freedom Songs
http://pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/general-article/soundtrack-lyrics/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/16th_Street_Baptist_Church_bombing#Remembrances
http://crdl.usg.edu/
http://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/speakerinfo.htm
http://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/speakerinfo.htm
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/resources/Analyzing_Primary_Sources.pdf
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/guides.html
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/guides.html
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/guides.html
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/guides.html
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0001627/?ref_=tt_ov_st
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0001768/?ref_=tt_ov_st
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0643105/?ref_=tt_ov_st
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000075/?ref_=tt_ov_st
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0001627/?ref_=tt_ov_st
http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0000031/?ref_=tt_ov_st
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John P. Tighe, dMa: assistant director
Violaine Huisman: Humanities director
shana Parker: director of Operations for Education & Humanities
John s. Foster, Ph.d.: Education Manager
Verushka Wray: Program Manager
Eveline Chang: Program Manager
Jennifer Leeson: Operations Manager for Education & Humanities
Nathan gelgud: Box Office Manager
Cathleen Plazas: Internship Coordinator
Molly silberberg: Humanities Coordinator
Tamar McKay: administrative assistant
rebekah gordon: administrative assistant
Victoria Collado: Education Intern
alix rosenfeld: Humanities Intern

About the guide writer 
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remer provides a wide range of services including evaluation, program 
planning, curriculum writing, and professional development. she has worked 
with adults, families, teachers, students, and professionals in a wide variety 
of fields. abby remer is also a published author of three books about art and 
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range of topics. see her website for more information at www.virtualforum.
com/areme
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