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Selma-to-Montgomery Marchers: Diligently Crossing the Bridge 
 

 Compelling Question 
o Why is diligence essential in order to advance freedom?    

 Virtue: Diligence 
 Definition – Diligence is intrinsic energy for completing good work.   
 Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will review the events of the civil rights march from Selma to Montgomery, 
Alabama in 1965. They will focus on the marchers’ demonstration of diligence. They will achieve 
the following objectives. 

 Objectives 
o Students will analyze the civil rights marchers’ diligent actions in persisting against many obstacles 

to call attention to the need for a federal law to protect voter registration. 
o Students will understand why diligence is an essential virtue in their own lives.   
o Students will act diligently in their own lives to protect freedom.  

 Background 
o About 600 people slowly marched along U.S. Route 80 through Selma, Alabama. Their feet pounded 

the ground as their hearts pounded in their chests. Hundreds had prepared for the confrontation 
they expected there. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and other civil rights leaders had specifically chosen 
Selma as the focus of their attention for two reasons.  First, only one percent of the eligible African 
American voters in the city were registered to vote.  Second, they expected the routine brutality of 
Sheriff James Clark to focus the nation’s attention on the need for a voting rights law. The marchers 
knew they would meet resistance, as they had on every other occasion, but they also knew they 
must diligently persevere if they were to win protection for the right to vote. The violence they 
intended to receive was part of their objective; they hoped that the pain they would experience 
would move a nation to action. Even though, across the South, dozens of civil rights demonstrators 
before them had been beaten and several killed in race-motivated violence, they would not be 
deterred. 
 
The demonstrators could not see the force awaiting their arrival until they had marched to the high 
point in the center of the bridge. On horseback and on foot below, Alabama state troopers and local 
law officers waited for the marchers on the Edmund Pettus Bridge. Brandishing their billy clubs and 
equipped with whips and tear gas, the officers called for the group to disperse as the marchers knelt 
to pray. The tear gas filled the air, the whips and billy clubs struck, the horses trampled people, and 
the screams rang through the Alabama air. The marchers, adhering to their commitment to 
nonviolent resistance, retreated from the bridge, but they knew they would return one day. 

 Vocabulary 
o Selma, Alabama 
o Montgomery, Alabama 
o Sheriff James Clark 
o Edmund Pettus Bridge 
o Harassment 
o Civil rights 
o Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
o Martin Luther King, Jr. 
o Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
o Bloody Sunday 
o Petition 
o Fervently 
o Activist 
o Grievous 

 Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
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 Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 
o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  

 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

 Observation Questions 
o In what ways did the civil rights marchers in Alabama exercise diligence to enhance life, liberty, and 

the pursuit of happiness for themselves and others?  
o The marchers knew they would face violence and many other obstacles, yet they risked their safety 

and health, even their lives in order to call attention to the struggles of African Americans in the 
South. What did they understand their identity to be and how did that affect their contribution to 
the civil rights movement?  

o What did the marchers understand their purpose to be in the events of the spring of 1965?  
 Discussion Questions 

o Discuss the following questions with your students.  
 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
 Additional Resources 

o “African American Odyssey: The Civil Rights Era.” American Memory Collection. 15 Mar. 2002. The 
Library of Congress. http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aaohtml/exhibit/aopart9.html.  

o Cook, Robert. Sweet Land of Liberty? London: Longman, 1998. 
o Lewis, John. “In Selma on ‘Bloody Sunday.’” The Century. Peter Jennings and Todd Brewster, eds. 

New York: Doubleday, 1998. 
o  “President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Special Message to the Congress: The American Promise, March 15, 

1965.” Online collection. Lyndon Baines Johnson Library and Museum. National Records and 
Archives Administration. 17 Feb. 2002. 
http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hom/speeches.hom/650315.asp 

  

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aaohtml/exhibit/aopart9.html
http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hom/speeches.hom/650315.asp
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Handout A: Selma-to-Montgomery March: Diligently Crossing the Bridge 
 
Background 
 
About 600 people slowly marched along U.S. Route 80 through Selma, Alabama. Their feet pounded the ground as 
their hearts pounded in their chests. Hundreds had prepared for the confrontation they expected there. Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. and other civil rights leaders had specifically chosen Selma as the focus of their attention for two 
reasons.  First, only one percent of the eligible African American voters in the city were registered to vote.  Second, 
they expected the routine brutality of Sheriff James Clark to focus the nation’s attention on the need for a voting 
rights law. The marchers knew they would meet resistance, as they had on every other occasion, but they also 
knew they must diligently persevere if they were to win protection for the right to vote. The violence they intended 
to receive was part of their objective; they hoped that the pain they would experience would move a nation to 
action. Even though, across the South, dozens of civil rights demonstrators before them had been beaten and 
several killed in race-motivated violence, they would not be deterred. 
 
The demonstrators could not see the force awaiting their arrival until they had marched to the high point in the 
center of the bridge. On horseback and on foot below, Alabama state troopers and local law officers waited for the 
marchers on the Edmund Pettus Bridge. Brandishing their billy clubs and equipped with whips and tear gas, the 
officers called for the group to disperse as the marchers knelt to pray. The tear gas filled the air, the whips and billy 
clubs struck, the horses trampled people, and the screams rang through the Alabama air. The marchers, adhering 
to their commitment to nonviolent resistance, retreated from the bridge, but they knew they would return one day. 
 
Narrative 
 
The demonstration that ended so violently on Sunday, March 7, 1965, was for a seemingly simple cause: the right 
to vote. Although it was illegal to do so, some southern state and city governments refused to allow African 
Americans to vote, either through deceptive laws or harassment. In 1965, civil rights organizations focused their 
efforts on Selma, Alabama. After numerous failed attempts to register black voters, the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC), led by Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC) arranged a demonstration to protest the discrimination. They would march to Montgomery, the state 
capital, and petition for fair voting laws. The first attempt resulted in “Bloody Sunday,” when about seventy of the 
marchers required medical treatment for their injuries, and 17 of those were hospitalized. Nevertheless, the 
protestors were determined. They had a right to petition their government and to assemble. They would cross the 
bridge. 
 
The activists persevered. The organizations planned another march for Tuesday, March 9. They knew the state 
would prohibit them from crossing the bridge, but their voices would be heard. Tuesday morning, Dr. King led a 
group of two thousand protestors to the Edmund Pettus Bridge. Again, state troopers met them and ordered them 
to disperse. The marchers prayed and then left the bridge to avoid further violence. 
 
Throughout the week, television viewers across the nation watched the news footage of state troopers violently 
attacking the marchers in Selma, Alabama. The conflict was no longer in a faraway town; it was right in the middle 
of most American living rooms. More importantly, it was in 
President Lyndon Johnson’s living room. The events horrified him, and he immediately began a support network 
for the marchers. Johnson devoted much time to the issue in the days following the demonstrations. 
 
President Johnson also fervently worked behind the scenes to encourage the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 
1965. The president’s administration had attempted to pass such a bill earlier but received little support. The 
events in Selma shocked the nation into action, and the bill was revived. Johnson presented it to a joint session of 
Congress on March 15. He stated, “What happened in Selma is part of a far larger movement which reaches into 
every section and state of America. It is the effort of American Negroes to secure for themselves the full blessings of 
American life. Their cause must be our cause too. Because it is not just Negroes, but really it is all of us, who must 
overcome the crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice. And we shall overcome.” 
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With support from the Johnson administration and coverage across the nation, civil rights leaders planned for 
another demonstration. They would deliver the voting rights petition to Alabama’s Governor George Wallace, a 
staunch opponent of civil rights legislation. This time, the organizations appealed to the federal courts for 
protection during the march. Alabama authorities claimed that the march would impede traffic, while the 
protestors emphasized that the Constitution protected their right to assemble and petition. Federal District Court 
Judge Frank M. Johnson, Jr. presided over the case. Despite great pressure from local officials, he ruled that the 
protestors’ right to assemble prevailed over the state’s concern about traffic. The march was on, this time with the 
protection of the federal government. 
 
Two weeks after Bloody Sunday, more than three thousand protestors crossed the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, 
Alabama, on their way to Montgomery—a 54-mile trip. Troops surrounded the bridge, much as they did two weeks 
earlier, but this time, they were there to protect the marchers. The next day, as the crisp, cold air filled their lungs 
and bit their noses, the marchers walked from dawn to dusk. Volunteers prepared camps along the way in which 
the demonstrators could sleep. On the morning of March 23, they awoke to rain and bitter cold. They tromped 
through mud and slept in fields. The third day offered clear skies and comfortable weather. As the group 
approached Montgomery, their numbers began to swell. The four hundred marchers who began that morning were 
accompanied by an additional four thousand at nightfall.  
 
Five days after crossing the Edmund Pettus Bridge, between ten and twenty thousand civil rights demonstrators 
gathered in Alabama’s capital city. Governor Wallace watched from his window as the mass assembled on the 
capitol steps. The governor refused to speak to the group’s leaders unless the petitioners were from Alabama, and 
the group was removed from the capital area. After several hours, the governor finally admitted the petitioners to 
the building, and his assistant offered to receive the petition. 
 
Dr. King addressed the crowd that evening in Montgomery. He encouraged them, “Today I want to tell the city of 
Selma, today I want to say to the state of Alabama, today I want to say to the people of America and the nations of 
the world, that we are not about to turn around. We are on the move now.” Five months later, Congress passed the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965. The Act allowed federal oversight of elections and guaranteed the end of unreasonable 
voter registration restrictions.  
 
Bloody Sunday brought national attention to the plight of African Americans in the South, but the Selma-to-
Montgomery march demonstrated the diligent determination of those involved in the civil rights movement. They 
courageously refused to be silenced, beaten down, or ignored. They resolutely brought their grievances before the 
government in a petition and assembled to deliver that petition despite brutal attacks. They demanded the rights 
guaranteed to them by the Constitution of the United States. The activists persevered in their efforts and received 
the rewards. They refused to give up in spite of grievous cost, and they crossed the bridge. 
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Handout B: Journaling 
 
Answer the following questions in your journal, as you prepare to voluntarily share some of your responses in a 
class discussion. 
 

1. Based on your purpose as a citizen, give two or three examples of ways you can act diligently.  
2. To what extent are you currently demonstrating diligence? How can you help others be diligent?  
3. How do diligent actions help you to achieve your purpose?  

 
 


