Using Essex History Seminar Topic:  


American History in a Global Context

Title:


“Promises to Keep:  JFK’s Civil Rights Record”

Grade Level:


Eleven:  United States History II and/or Advanced Placement U.S. History 

Time Frame:


Two to three 84-minute lessons

Links to Massachusetts History and Social Studies Frameworks:

USII.25 Analyze the origins, goals, and key events of the Civil Rights movement.


People



A. Robert Kennedy



B. Martin Luther King, Jr.



C. Thurgood Marshall



D. Rosa Parks



E. Malcolm X


Institution

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)


Events



A. Brown v. Board of Education (1954)



B. the 1955-1956 Montgomery Bus Boycott



C. the 1957-1958 Little Rock Crisis



D. the sit-ins and freedom rides of the early 1960s



E. the 1963 civil rights protest in Birmingham



F. the 1963 March on Washington


USII.26 Describe the accomplishments of the civil rights movement.



a. the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act

Essential Objectives


Following completion of this lesson, students will be able to:


--list and describe the Civil Rights accomplishments of the Kennedy Administration

--explain and analyze the major factors contributing to the passage of the 1964 


Civil Rights Act

--explain the connection between the Civil Rights movement and the Cold War in the 

early 1960s

--understand and explain the concept of multiple causation

--evaluate the importance of singular issues in relation to the whole

--explain the concept of political expediency

Essential Question:

How well did John F. Kennedy keep his presidential campaign promises regarding civil rights?  What effect did the Cold War have on Kennedy’s civil rights policies?
Procedure:

This lesson takes place near the end of a unit on Civil Rights advances and setbacks of the 1950s.  Prior to beginning this lesson, students will have become familiar with the integration of the armed services, the Emmett Till case, the Brown vs. Board of Education decision (including the Little Rock Crisis), the Montgomery Bus Boycott, sit-ins and freedom rides, continued segregation and lynching, and the actions and philosophies of key Civil Rights leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr. and the NAACP.  They will also be familiar with developments in the Cold War in the 1950s and during Kennedy’s administration.  

DAY ONE:
1) 15 minutes: Begin by writing the lesson's essential question on the board:  “How well did John F. Kennedy keep his presidential campaign promises regarding civil rights?”  Ask students what they know about Kennedy’s Civil Rights record.

2) 20 minutes: Distribute copies of the “John F. Kennedy Campaign Flyer for Civil and Human Rights Platform, 1960.”  Read the flyer with students, stopping to explain unfamiliar vocabulary and concepts, such as “FEPC” and Senate rules regarding filibustering.  Ask students what they know about campaign promises:  can they remember any promises made by President Obama during his campaign?  

3) 15 minutes:  Explain that the class will be divided into groups to read a number of primary and secondary documents about the Kennedy administration’s actions regarding civil rights.  Each group’s task will be to determine how well President Kennedy kept the promises made in his campaign pamphlet.  Divide the class into groups of three or more students, and distribute a packet of documents to each student.  Suggested documents to include:


“Letter from American Civil Liberties Union to President Kennedy, July 1961”



Argues for more vigorous action in support of Civil Rights

“John F. Kennedy Administration Civil Rights Accomplishments”



Lists the JFK administration’s civil rights accomplishments as of 1962


Images:  James Meredith accompanied by U.S. Marshalls, approaching 

University of Mississippi, 1962; Birmingham Riots, 1963;

George Wallace on the steps of the University of Alabama, 1963


Excerpts from Mary Dudziak’s Cold War Civil Rights on foreign reactions to the



Birmingham riots—pages 170-173

"Memorandum for President John F. Kennedy from Donald M. Wilson, Acting Director of the U.S. Information Agency," May 17, 1963

John F. Kennedy’s “Civil Rights Address”  June 1963


Excerpts from the Civil Rights Act of 1964


Except from or description of the Voting Rights Act of 1965

4) 30 minutes:  Give the groups time to begin reading the documents and taking notes from them.  Each group will be expected to produce a “civil rights report card,” giving Kennedy a grade on his administration’s accomplishments.

5) Wrap up of Day One:  Students should finish reading their document packets for homework.  They should come to class the next day with notes from each document in the packet—notes should focus on what each document contributes to our overall understanding of Kennedy’s civil rights accomplishments.

DAY TWO:

1) 30-40 minutes:  After checking for general questions about the documents or the procedure, send students back into their groups.  There, they should share their notes with each other, and start to create their group’s report card.  Instruct students to devise categories (“Effort,” “Motivation,” etc) and give Kennedy a grade in each category.  They should be prepared to explain each grade and support their claims with evidence from the documents.

2) 20-30 minutes.  Ask one person from each group to share their group’s “report card” with the class. Conduct a class discussion around the report cards and Kennedy’s record.  Ask the class:  what factors influenced Kennedy’s ability to achieve his civil rights goals?  To what extent were Kennedy’s original goals realistic?  Idealistic?  Empty promises?  Students should understand the influence of the Cold War on Kennedy’s policies.  They should also understand Kennedy’s desire to maintain the democratic coalition in Congress that included southern democrats.

3)  Explain follow-up homework assignment:  students should take one issue that they remembered from President Obama’s campaign and research how well he has followed through on that promise so far.  Suggest some topics to students:  the war in Iraq, health care, the economy, climate change.  Students should find one or more recent news articles that discuss Obama’s actions/policy on one of those issues.

DAY THREE:
1)  Place students into quick groups to share/discuss their homework assignment; then discuss with the class as a whole.

2) Continue the unit on the Civil Rights movement by assessing ways in which the movement changed focus after the passage of Civil Rights and Voting Rights legislation in 1964 and 1965.  Suggested:  An excerpt from the PBS Documentary "Eyes on the Prize."

Assessment:

1) Students' preparation of notes from documents and of current events assignment will be graded as homework.

2)  Group “report cards” will be given group grades based on thoroughness, use of evidence, 

use of conventions.

Primary Documents Used:
John F. Kennedy Library Resources:

“John F. Kennedy Campaign Flyer for Civil and Human Rights Platform, 1960.” 

“Letter from American Civil Liberties Union to President Kennedy, July 1961”



Argues for more vigorous action in support of Civil Rights
“John F. Kennedy Administration Civil Rights Accomplishments”



Lists the JFK administration’s civil rights accomplishments as of 1962

"Memorandum for President John F. Kennedy from Donald M. Wilson, Acting Director of the U.S. Information Agency," May 17, 1963

Google Images:  James Meredith accompanied by U.S. Marshalls, approaching 

University of Mississippi, 1962; Birmingham Riots, 1963;

George Wallace on the steps of the University of Alabama, 1963

Other Documents:  

John F. Kennedy’s “Civil Rights Address”  June 1963 http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/jfkcivilrights.htm

Excerpts from the Civil Rights Act of 1964

Except from or description of the Voting Rights Act of 1965

Other Resources:

Dudziak, Mary L. Cold War Civil Rights:  Race and the Image of American Democracy.


Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 2000.

Local Resources Used:  

An ideal companion to this lesson would be a class field trip to the John F. Kennedy Library, where there are several exhibits about Kennedy's role in the Civil Rights movement.  Students could be asked to assess the accuracy of the museum's portrayal of Kennedy's role.
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