
 

             Letters from Birmingham 
           Primary Source Set Teaching Guide 

 

This Primary Source Set is designed to help students analyze Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail” and other primary sources that reveal the political and social climate of the South during the Civil Rights 
Movement. As students progress through this set they will evaluate the arguments presented for and against civil 
rights demonstrations. Students will also examine a variety of sources including letters, city ordinances, and photos 
and critically reflect on what each source reveals about the time period. 

 
Target Grades & Subject(s): Grades 7-12; Social Studies/History 
 

Learning Objectives 
● Students will articulate the primary concerns of the Alabama clergymen who rejected King's intervention in 

Birmingham's racial conflicts in 1963. (CCSS. RH.1, RH.2) 
● Students will describe how King defended his nonviolent campaign to the Alabama clergymen and 

evaluate his arguments. (CCSS.RH.1, RH.8) 
● Students will analyze primary and secondary sources related to segregation and Civil Rights 

demonstrations in Birmingham, Alabama during 1960s. (CCSS.RH.7, RH.9) 
 
Before Teaching this Set 

● Prior to analyzing the sources in this set, students should have some familiarity with the Civil Rights 
Movement and key leaders (Martin Luther King, Jr., Rosa Parks, etc.).  

● Remind students of the difference between primary and secondary sources. 
 
Texts in this Set (download texts here) 
 

Text 1: Birmingham's Racial Segregation Ordinances (3 pages) 

The first text in this set is an excerpt from the original 
city ordinances for the city of Birmingham, Alabama. 
These ordinances, from May 1951, provide an example 
of racial segregation ordinances that were common in 
the South prior to the Civil Rights Movement. This 
background information will be beneficial for students 
as they read the other sources in this set. As students 
read, they will make inferences about attitudes towards 
African-Americans during this time period. 

Extension Activity: Have students research 
segregation laws in other cities or states during the 
1950s and 1960s. Based on this research, students 
can write a summary or fictional account (e.g., letter, 
short story) illustrating what life was like for many 
African-Americans in the South during this time 
period. Encourage students to consider if policies 
that promote discrimination or unequal treatment are 
present in today’s society. 

Text 2: Letter to Martin Luther King from a Group of Clergymen (1 page) 

Next, students will read a statement written by eight 
white Alabama clergymen in 1963 in response to civil 
rights demonstrations in Birmingham, Alabama. As 
students read this text, they will identify criticisms the 
clergymen have and their recommendations for 
addressing the racial issues in Birmingham. Students 
will also integrate information from photos to make 
inferences about attitudes during the time period. 

Discussion Questions:  
- Do you agree with the recommendations of the 

clergymen? Why or why not? 
- What do you think the clergymen hoped to 

accomplish by publishing this statement? 
- This statement was written by clergymen from 

different religious backgrounds. What inferences 
can you make about Birmingham from this fact? 

Text 3: Letter from a Birmingham Jail (21 pages) 

The final text in set is a letter written by Martin Luther 
King Jr. in response to the statement students 
previously read (Text 2). (Since this is a long text, 
consider using the whiteout feature to assign an excerpt 
of the letter.) As students read, they will analyze the 
rhetorical devices used by King and his responses to 
the clergymen’s criticisms. Students will also evaluate 
King’s arguments regarding the need for direct action 
at that time. 

Extension Activity: Write the following prompt on the 
board: “Was a direct action campaign the most 
effective approach to advocate for equal rights at this 
time?” Have students participate in a mini-debate 
based on the prompt using evidence from both 
letters. Next, students should select a position and 
write a persuasive essay. Encourage students to 
include evidence from all the sources in this set as 
well as counterarguments in their essay. 
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