
Music of the Civil 
Rights Movement

Est. Time: 60-90 minutes 
Subjects: General Music, History, Social Studies 
Age Range: High School 
See the full lesson here!

https://teachrock.org/lesson/music-of-the-civil-rights-movement-2/


How did music and singing contribute to the Civil Rights Movement? 

In this lesson you will: 

• Analyze music of the Civil Rights Movement

• Discover how music and singing contributed to the Civil Rights Movement

• Explore the African American history and culture of the music

• Identify important figures of the movement



Consider or as a partner: 

• What do you know about the Civil Rights Movement?
• Do you know any of the songs sung by Civil Rights Movement activists? Do you

know the origins of the songs?



Watch this video about the history of the Black Church and its role in the Civil Rights 
Movement. (Warning: the video contains accounts of violence and racism.) 

Music of the Civil Rights Movement

https://youtu.be/SwWqkk4Ha70


Consider or ask a partner: 

• What role did the Black Church play in the Civil Rights Movement?

• What “musical legacy” was the source for many of the songs of the Movement? Who
created that musical legacy?

• Did you recognize the song being sung in the video when Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr. was introduced? If so, what’s the title of the song?



The song in the video you watched is 
titled, “We Shall Overcome.” Read this 
handout about the song.  

Consider or ask a partner: 

• What are the origins of “We Shall
Overcome”?

• What were the songs that Civil Rights
activists sang collectively known as?

https://teachrock.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/Handout-We-Shall-Overcome.pdf
https://teachrock.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/Handout-We-Shall-Overcome.pdf


Listen to “We Shall Overcome” and read 
along (or sing along!) with the lyrics in the 
handout. The singing is led by the 
Freedom Singers, a music group of 
student Civil Rights activists.

https://teachrock.org/video/we-shall-overcome/?_sf_s=%5C
https://teachrock.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/Handout-We-Shall-Overcome.pdf


Consider or ask a partner: 

• What instruments are performing the music? What do you hear? What is absent?

• What might be the benefits of singing music without instruments?

• What are some of the themes expressed in the lyrics?

• How does the song make you feel? Why?



Watch this video about what freedom songs like “We Shall Overcome” meant for people 
in the Civil Rights Movement. (Warning: the video contains accounts of violence and 
racism.)

Music of the Civil Rights Movement

https://youtu.be/riWMDiBd7-M


Consider or ask a partner: 

• What did Freedom Songs and singing do for those participating in the movement?

• How were traditional African American spirituals modified to become Freedom Songs?

• Were there any themes you noticed in the songs sung in the video? If so, what were they?



Read these quotes by Civil Rights activists. Advance to the next slide 
to consider questions.



Consider or ask a partner: 

• In what other ways did music play an essential role in the Civil Rights Movement?

• How might singing Freedom Songs be an effective nonviolent tactic?

• Why might it be an important responsibility to choose a song to sing at a civil rights event?

• What might be necessary to consider when choosing new lyrics for a freedom song?



Choose one or more of the following Freedom Songs from the Civil Rights 
Movement to analyze. During your analysis, you will be discovering the 
song’s origins, identifying lyrical themes, comparing and contrasting the 
song with other freedom songs, and more.

• “Keep Your Eyes on the Prize”
• Materials packet
• Audio

• “This Little Light of Mine”
• Materials packet
• Audio

• “Oh, Freedom”
• Materials packet
• Video

• “A Change Is Gonna Come”
• Material packet
• Audio

https://teachrock.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/Station-Activity-Keep-Your-Eyes-on-the-Prize.pdf
https://teachrock.org/video/keep-your-eyes-on-the-prize/
https://teachrock.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/Station-Activity-This-Little-Light-of-Mine.pdf
https://teachrock.org/video/this-little-light-of-mine/
https://teachrock.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/Station-Activity-Oh-Freedom.pdf
https://teachrock.org/video/odetta-oh-freedom-1961/
https://teachrock.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/Station-Activity-A-Change-is-Gonna-Come.pdf
https://teachrock.org/video/sam-cooke-a-change-is-gonna-come-1963/


With a partner, share what you learned or found interesting about one or more of the Freedom 
Songs you explored. Be sure to include why you think the song was important to the Civil Rights 
Movement. 

Consider or ask a partner: 

• How does the song’s history in the Civil Rights Movement inform your understanding of the
movement?



Read this handout about the importance of 
the music of the Civil Rights Movement. 

Consider or ask a partner: 

• What does Bernice Johnson Reagon suggest
music provided to the Civil Rights Movement?

• How might music help someone or some issue
“become visible”?

• Is music simply a form of entertainment, or can it
have other purposes as well?

https://teachrock.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/Handout-Music-of-the-Civil-Rights-Movement.pdf


SUMMARY
• The music of the Civil Rights Movement has origins in the Black Church

• Songs sung during the movement were often developed from African American
Spirituals and were called Freedom Songs

• “We Shall Overcome” is one of the most popular Freedom Songs of the movement

• Singing Freedom Songs provided resilience, hope, and a sense of community to Civil
Rights activists

• Civil Rights activists, Folk musicians, and popular music artists performed Freedom
Songs



BE CREATIVE

Research and then create an infographic about the use of “We Shall Overcome” as a protest 
song in the years before and after the Civil Rights Movement.  

Research and then create a visual representation of another Freedom Song from the Civil 
Rights Movement. Your visual representation could be a drawing, graphic, video, or 
something else. Consider the song’s lyrics and its purpose to the movement when creating 
your representation.



BE CURIOUS

Discover more about Freedom Songs at the Veterans of the Civil Rights Movement 
Archive. 

Explore more about Civil Rights activists, including those featured in this lesson, at the 
SNCC Digital Gateway.  

Watch a video of the Freedom Singers performing the freedom song, “Ain’t Gonna Let 
Nobody Turn Me ‘Round” at the White House in 2010.

https://www.crmvet.org/info/fsongs.htm
https://snccdigital.org/
https://snccdigital.org/
https://youtu.be/hhafyI6-Bp0
https://youtu.be/hhafyI6-Bp0
https://youtu.be/hhafyI6-Bp0


CONNECT

Share it with us! Either you or an adult in your life can share your work with 
TeachRock on Instagram or Facebook, email to info@teachrock.org, tweet it to 
@TeachRock, or make an Instagram post and tag us @teachrock.org

https://www.instagram.com/teachrockorg/
https://www.facebook.com/teachrock.org/
mailto:info@teachrock.org
https://twitter.com/TeachRock
https://www.instagram.com/teachrockorg/


Visit us at teachrock.org for hundreds of other free arts-rich resources
for every age range and classroom.

Please check back to teachrock.org/studentedition frequently 
as we will update the material weekly!

http://teachrock.org
http://teachrock.org/studentedition

