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Segregation and Discrimination in 
the 1950s 

Rosa Parks  was born February 4, 1913, in Tuskegee, 
Alabama.  Fifty years earlier African Americans were 
freed from slavery with the Emancipation Proclamation.  
Nevertheless, Rosa Parks was born into a world that con-
tinued to deny her and African Americans the most basic 
civil rights.  Laws in many states enforced segregation, 
forcing African Americans to use separate water foun-
tains and separate seating sections on public transporta-
tion.    Blacks were denied employment oportunities, and 
were even denied the right to vote through poll taxes and 
literacy tests  The combination of social discrimination 
and laws restricted where blacks could live, shop, work, 
and go to school.  

It is hard for us now to imagine what it was like to live as a 
black Amercican during this period.  Fred Allen, 59, grew 
up in segregated Tenn., brought his 20-year-old son to pay 
his respects to Rosa Parks at the Capitol Rotunda.  Allen 
commented about his son, �He has no idea what it was like 
to grow up in the South, where you had to hold your head 
down.� All of the restrictions and daily humiliations were 
a direct assault on their dignity, and sent a clear message to 
black Americans that they were not equal.  For our nation, 
it was a disgrace in that we were not living up to the values 
stated in our own Declaration of Independence that �all 
men are created equal.� 

Taking a Stand Against 
Injustice 

For over 40 years, Rosa Parks endured 
the injustices of discrimination and 
abuse. However, despite what society 
and the government did to her ex-
ternal environment, she maintained 
internally a deep  sense of dignity and 
self-respect.  People who knew Rosa 
Parks commented that this sense of 
self-respect was communicated by 

her in simple yet powerful ways, such as the cleanliness 
and digni�ed manner of her dress, and the manner in 
which she spoke and carried herself.  In her own way she 
was determined to let the world know that her life had the 
same dignity and value as anyone else�s life.   

On December1, 1955 in Montgomery, Alabama, Rosa 
Parks boarded the segregated bus.  She went several rows 
back and sat, according to the law, in the �colored section.�  
When the �white section� of the bus �lled up, blacks were 
expected to move further back, leaving more of the front 
open for the whites.  When a white person boarded the 
bus at the next stop, the bus driver told Rosa Parks and 
three other African Americans to move further back.  The 
others moved, but, without making a big fuss, Mrs. Parks 
peacefully refused.   The bus driver told Rosa she would be 
arrested.  With a complete sense of peace and resolve Parks 
again refused, knowing that she would likely be arrested 
and taken to prison.  

Rosa Parks demonstarted a powerful sense of fortitude as 
she chose to do what was right, despite the great dif�culties 
and risks she knew her decision would bring.   Her ability 
to not give in to the fear that she undoubtably felt is also the 
essence of courage.  A person of courage isn�t someone who 
doesn�t experience fear; rather, it is someone who acknowl-
dges the fear and doesn�t let it prevent them from doing 
what is right.  In the next days Rosa and her husband would 

need courage, as they received death 
threats, and due to the arrest and 
controversy, both lost their jobs.

Rosa Parks said in an interview 
later in life, �People always say that 
I didn’t give up my seat because I 
was tired, but that isn’t true. I was 
not tired physically, or no more tired 
than I usually was at the end of a 
working day. I was not old, although 
some people have an image of me 
as being old then. I was forty-two. 
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The death of Rosa Parks brings to mind many things.  We are reminded of the 

systematic segregation and discrimination that existed in America just 50 years ago.  We recall Rosa Parks defying 

segregation by refusing to give up her seat on a bus, and in doing so, sparked the mass civil rights movement.  And 

following her death, many of her friends and fellow leaders of the civil rights movement are recalling the many 

virtues that enabled her to succeed: her sense of quiet resolve, her intense self-respect, her desire to �ght for justice, 

and her courage.  This lesson will discuss how Rosa Parks lived and stood for these virtues.  
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No, the only tired I was, was tired of giving in.� 
After 42 years of enduring discrimination Rosa 
Parks was determined and resolute to take 
a stand and � ght for justice, to � ght for her 
belief that that all men and women have equal 
dignity and value.  

The night after her arrest, 50 African Ameri-
can leaders in her community, led by a 
little known minster at the time, Dr. Mar-
tin Luther King Jr., decided to make Rosa 
Park�s arrest a test case supported by their 
civil rights groups, including the NAACP.  A 
few weeks earlier, a 15 year old pregnant teenager had 
been arrested under similar charges, but they chose not 
to support that case.  They stood behind Rosa Parks 
because, as Dr. King stated, "Mrs. Parks was regarded 
as one of the � nest citizens of Montgomery � not one 
of the � nest Negro citizens � but one of the � nest citi-
zens of Montgomery." Within the Civil Rights Move-
ment, many commented that Rosa Parks was the ideal 
candidate due to her sense of quiet resolve - her ability 
to maintain her calm and sense of dignity in the face of 
the punishments and threats that would undoubtably 
come.    

In many ways, Rosa Parks was slowly preparing to take a 
more active role.  Mrs. Parks and her husband were active 
in the Montgomery NAACP chapter, taking part in voter 
registration drives.    The day she got arrested on the bus, 
she was on her way to send out notices of the NAACP�s 
coming election of of� cers.  And that weekend she had to 
prepare for a workshop she was running for teenagers.  

Together We Will Conquer 

Although one person can spark a movement, one 
person cannot make the movement and accomplish the 
goal of ending segregation and discrimination.  Rosa 
Parks� efforts would not had gone very far if other lead-
ers and thousands of ordinary citizens not joined to 
support her cause.  

To protest Rosa�s arrest and press for change, the entire 
black community of Montgomery decided to boycott 
the buses.  To make it a successful boycott, they needed 
everyone to pull together, and they needed to sustain 
their effort regardless of the cost.  For some people, 
this meant walking long distances.  For others, it meant 
losing their jobs, getting death threats, and even getting 
their homes bombed. 
 

The boycott promoted the Civil Rights Move-
ment by generating media covergae and 
awareness on the degree of discrimination, 
and its effects on black Americans.  Through-
out America, people began the slow process 
of re-examining their own views, and our 
nation�s laws in the context of whether we were 
living up to our own principles.  The patience, 
peacefullness and determination of the protest-
ers also gave the Civil Rights Movement added 
respect and legitimacy in the eyes of many 
citizens.  The bus boycott lasted 381 days until 
the law upholding bus segregation was lifted. 

The successful boycott served to spark other peaceful 
protests against segregation and discrimination.  Eventu-
ally, Rosa Parks� legal case against government enforced 
segregation reached the Supreme Court.  The Court 
ruled that segregation of public buses was unconstitu-
tional, and the case became a major pillar in the effort 
to bring down all laws that enforced segrgation.  For her 
courage and pursuit of justice , Rosa Parks was awarded 
the Federal government’s highest award, the Congres-
sional Gold Medal. She was also awarded the Presidential 
Medal of Freedom, America’s highest civilian award. 
This week Rosa Parks became the � rst woman to lie in 
state in the Capitol Building Rotunda.

Building the Foundation 

Parks stood on the shoulders of others who prepared her � 
the early leaders of the NAACP and other civil rights groups 
such as the Montgomery Improvement Association.  The 
school she attended, the Montgomery Industrial School for 
Girls, was funded by white Northern women who worked 
to empower black Americans and end discrimination.  

In the summer of 1955, a white family that Rosa Parks 
worked for, Clifford and Virginia Durr, urged Rosa 
to attend an education center for workers’ rights and 
racial equality.     She later said this is where she �gained 
strength to persevere in my work for freedom, not just 
for blacks but for all oppressed people."  Rosa Parks was 
not born with heroic courage; she had to become that 
way.  She learned how to be courageous through the help 
and encouragement of others.

Nor did she consider the job done after the success-
ful bus boycott, the overturning of segregation laws 
by the Supreme Court, and the successful growth of 
the Civil Rights Movement.  She continued her work 
later in life promoting the message of self-respect and 
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development, through her Rosa and Raymond 
Parks Institute for Self-Development. The institute 
encourages youth to be well-educated, work hard, 
support themselves and their families, and eliminate 
discrimination in this country.   
 
The death of Rosa Parks reminds us of the heroic 
struggles of the past in the pursuit for justice.  From 
our shared history, we gain the knowledge, strength 
and inspiration to confront injustice and hatred 
when we encounter it, and to do so as Rosa Parks 
did:  with quiet resolve and peaceful, effective ac-
tion.  The struggles of today are different from those 
of the 1950s, however, our history also gives us the 
hope that with these virtues we can overcome the 
injustices that still exist in our present world.  n

Notes

Vocabulary

Boycott � The refusal to buy or handle goods as a punishment or protest. 
Compassion � Feeling of sympathy for the distress of others, with the desire to help them.  
Conviction � A �rmly held belief or opinion.
Courage � The capacity to meet danger without giving way to fear; to have the courage of one�s convictions; to be willing to put 
one�s opinions into practice.
Dignity � The state of being worthy of honor or respect.
Emancipate � To set free, especially from legal, social, or political restrictions.
Empathy � Entering into the feelings or spirit of others and imagining yourself in another person�s situation.
Endeavor � The trying hard so as to do or achieve something.
Fortitude � The ability to choose and to do what is right, even in the face of dif�culty.  Strength of mind that allows one to endure 
pain or adversity with courage.
Generosity � Freely giving of our time, talents and resources.
Justice � Treating oneself or another in accord with the truth that every person has dignity and value. Fair treatment and due 
reward in accordance with honor, standards, or law.
Resolute � Firm in purpose or belief, determined.
Segregation � The enforced seperation of different racial groups in a country, community, or establishment.
Self-respect � Showing full appreciation of the worth and dignity of one�s self.
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Teacher’s  Guide

Lesson Goals
	Help students understand the virtues 
that Rosa Parks represents, including 
self-respect, resolve, justice, fortitude and 
courage 

	Communicate appreciation for the 
power of quietness, peacefulness, 
strength and resolve in the face of hatred 
and injustice  

	Develop understanding of how simple 
virtuous acts can have a powerful impact

	Develop awareness that through 
knowledge of our history, and people 
such as Rosa Parks, we can make better 
decisions in the present and in the future   

	Encourage consideration of the sacri�ce 
others have made to give the people of 
our nation equal rights.  

	  Encourage discussion of present and 
future challenges to equal rights and 
opportunities.

This lesson has one part including student 
text, discussion question options, journal 
writing options, and extended learning 
activities.
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Discussion Question Options 
A.	What were Rosa Parks� motivations for refusing to move to the rear of the bus? 

(Encourage students to dig deeper with a discussion of Rosa Parks� views that 
discrimination and segregation were actually assaults on the dignity of black 
Americans.).  

B.	What personal qualities made Rosa Parks effective and powerful in her battle with 
discrimination and segregation?  If Rosa Parks responded differently and lashed out at 
the bus driver, the police of�cers and others, how would those actions have impacted 
the effectiveness of her campaign? 

C.	How did other people and organizations help Rosa Parks to be successful in sparking 
the mass civil rights movement?  

C.	What can other community activists learn from her example?

D.	In areas where human rights are still under assault, and being denied, whose 
responsibility is it to work for constructive change? 

E.	In America today, are civil rights protected by law and af�rmed by our culture? Are 
there equal opportunities for all Americans? What are the differences between equal 
rights and equal opportunities? 

F.	 Using the Civil Rights Movement as a model, can you think of any problems in our 
local community or nation, that could be addressed though peaceful and resolute 
protest? 

Journal Writing Option  
1.	 Rosa Parks displayed a lot of courage to work against her government and for a cause 

she believed in.  Write about a time in your life when you needed courage.  Explain the 
situation in general and what you did.  It can be an example of physical courage, or 
courage of your convictions in standing up for your beliefs.  

Extended Activities 
1.	 Have the class identify a problem in your local community, or nation, that could 

be addressed though a simple yet powerful way, then construct the following team 
projects.

Team 1 � Provide a presentation on the problem: de�ne the problem, outline its scope, 
and how the problem came to exist. 

Team 2 � Provide a detailed presentation on the proposed solution to address the 
problem including: an exact description of the proposed solution, plan for how it 
can be implemented, and the bene�ts it hopes to provide.    

Team 3- Provide a presentation on the problems/challenges the proposed solution 
will encounter, including �nancing, recruiting personnel, how to build awareness, 
resistance from any established self-interest groups that bene�t from the problem 
you are trying to solve.  
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2. Working for Human Rights:  Ask the class for ideas about how to affect change for human rights, and then enact one or 
several approaches.  One option is to write letters to senators and congressmen to encourage our government to promote 
human rights in speci�c instances where rights are being abused, such as in the Darfur region of Sudan.  Another option is 
to participate in Amnesty International letter writing campaigns.  Think of ways to get the word out on what you are doing, 
such as a write-up in the school or local newspaper.  

3. Team Research and Presentations: Organize the class into teams and assign each team a Congressional Gold Medal candidate.  
Ask each team to research their assigned candidate through the Congressional Gold Medal website and other web sources.  
Each team should then make a presentation on:

� The work of each candidate that won him or her a nomination for the Congressional Gold Medal
� Why the candidate�s work is important and how it has impacted his or her country and the world 

4. Individual Research: Ask students to imagine they are on the committee to choose the winner of the Congressional Gold 
Medal.  Students should review each candidate for the Congressional Gold Medal website, and then write a statement on 
whom they would vote for and why.  Statements should include a description of the candidate�s work for peace/reform, and 
why his or her work is important to the candidate�s nation and/or the world.  

5. Team Presentations on Civil Rights: Organize the class into teams and assign each team a topic to make a comprehensive class 
presentation on the Civil Rights  Movement.  Topics may include:

� General history of Civil Rights Movement 
� How the civil rights movement has helped minorities
� History of Rosa and Raymond Parks Institute for Self-development and how it has in�uenced youngsters

Internet Resources
http://www.congressionalgoldmedal.com/
Congressional Gold Medal
 
http://www.infoplease.com/spot/civilrightstimeline1.html
Civil Rights Timeline Milestones in the modern civil rights movement

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jim_Crow_law
Laws made to reinforce segregation

Rosa Parks History
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rosa_Parks

Human Rights Advocacy Groups
http://humanrightswatch.org/
http://www.amnesty.org/
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