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Learning Activity - Secondary Level 

HISTORICAL NARRATIVE:  
THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT 

Overview  

This activity should be used after students have studied the Civil Rights Movement. This History 

Assessment of Thinking (HAT) asks student to analyze two primary documents to demonstrate their 

understanding of the Civil Rights Movement. Document A is a 1936 letter from the Eleanor Roosevelt to 

Walter White, executive secretary of the NAACP. Document B is a 1957 letter from Daisy Bates, a NAACP 

representative in Arkansas, to Executive Secretary Roy Wilkins. The assessment draws on students' 

knowledge of the Civil Rights Movement but in a way that gauges more than just the recall of facts and 

dates. Students must show that they have a broad understanding of how the Civil Rights Movement 

unfolded and that they can actively use historical information to place the two documents in context. 

Students then examine the HAT’s rubric and sample responses to evaluate their own work. This activity 

will provide feedback to teachers and students about students’ knowledge of the basic narrative of the 

Civil Rights Movement (e.g., do students understand that lynching peaked around the turn of the 20th 

century and had been virtually eradicated by the time of school desegregation in the 1950s?).  

Objectives 

After completing this learning activity, students will be able to: 

 Understand a broad narrative of the Civil Rights Movement  

 Gain experience in evaluating their work  

 

Time Required 

30 minutes 
 

Grade level 

9 - 12 
 

Topic/s 

Civil Rights Movement 

Primary Source Analysis 
 

Subject 

American History 
 

D a i s y  B a t e s  t o  N A A C P  
Standards Executive Secretary Roy Wilkins on 
Common Core State Standards http://www.corestandards.org/   the treatment of the Little Rock 
 Nine, December 17, 1957.  

M a n u s c r i p t  D i v i s i o n ,  
RH.6-12.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of  

Library of Congress  
primary and secondary sources. 

 

RH.11-12.5 Analyze in detail how a complex primary source is  

structured, including how key sentences, paragraphs, and larger  

portions of the text contribute to the whole. 

 

RH.9-12.9 Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into a coherent  

understanding of an idea or event, noting discrepancies among sources. 
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2                          

 The TPS Journal, Assessing Historical Thinking Skills Using Library of Congress Primary Sources, Vol. 1, No. 3, Spring 2013 

 

PREPARATION 
 

Materials 

Have the following materials ready before the activity: 

 

 Be able to display Eleanor Roosevelt letter 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/h?ammem/mcc:@field(DOCID+@lit(mcc/015)) 

 

 Be able to display Daisy Bates letter  

http://myloc.gov/Exhibitions/naacp/civilrightsera/ExhibitObjects/DaisyBatesLittleRockNine.aspx 

 

 Copies of the Civil Rights Movement in Context History Assessment of Thinking 

 https://beyondthebubble.stanford.edu/assessments/civil-rights-movement-context 

 

 Interactive rubric for the Civil Rights Movement in Context HAT 

 https://beyondthebubble.stanford.edu/assessments/civil-rights-movement-context/rubric 

 

 Sample student responses to the Civil Rights Movement in Context HAT 

 https://beyondthebubble.stanford.edu/assessments/civil-rights-movement-context/samples 

 

Prior Knowledge 

This activity should follow a unit of study on the Civil Rights Movement. Students need to be  

familiar with the practice of lynching and the desegregation of schools.  

 

PROCEDURE 
 

1. Tell students that they will analyze two letters from the archives of the NAACP to determine 

which letter was written first. Display the letters from the Library of Congress by Eleanor  

Roosevelt and Daisy Bates, but obscure the dates on the two letters. 

2. Hand out the Civil Rights Movement in Context HAT and ask students to complete it  

independently.  

3. After students have completed the assessment, ask them to turn in their responses.  

4. Show students the interactive rubric and sample student responses. Discuss common  

misconceptions and identify the elements of a strong response. Possible questions include:    

 Which letter was written first? How do you know?  

 What were some of the crucial passages in each letter? (Possible answers include:  

Roosevelt’s references to the “lynching situation” and the reluctance of the federal  

government to intervene; Bates refers to the president possibly visiting and the white  

students who are guilty of committing offenses). 

 Ask students: 

 How do these passages help answer the assessment? 

 What historical issues are addressed in the “Proficient” responses? (Possible answers  

include: Brown v. Board, lynching, desegregation of schools, increased federal  

intervention, and the growth of the Civil Rights Movement in the 1950s).   

 What errors do you see in the “Emergent” and “Basic” responses? (Possible answers  

include: students placed letters in wrong order or did not provide specific historical  

information to support their answers).  

 Did you make any of the same mistakes?  

 www.loc.gov/teachers/tps/journal 
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5. After discussing the rubric, ask students to evaluate the responses they just submitted. Students 

should say whether their responses were emergent, basic, or proficient and provide a rationale 

for why.  Remind students to reference specific passages from the letters and to list historic 

events that they would include to strengthen their responses  

 

EVALUATION 
 

1. Review students’ answers to the HAT. If you identify any crucial historical misunderstanding that 

was not discussed during class, address it at the start of the next class. 

2. Look through students’ evaluations of their own responses. Are they on target? If not, why not? 

Discuss any patterns you noticed with your students when you return the assessments and their 

evaluations.  

3. This type of activity at the end of a unit on the Civil Rights Movement will help to ensure that all 

students have an understanding of some of the most important developments in the Civil Rights 

Movement (e.g., lynching, desegregation, increasing federal involvement, etc.). It also provides 

teachers with feedback about any fundamental misconceptions.  

www.loc.gov/teachers/tps/journal 
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