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HEC-TV and the National Blues Museum Present: 

History in the First Person:  Music Moved the Movement— 

Civil Rights and the Blues 

 

Original Program Air Date:  February 16, 2017 

Grade Levels: 7-12 

 

Program Description: 

In 1964 Martin Luther King, Jr. said, “The Blues tell the story of life’s difficulties, and if you think 

for a moment, you will realize that they take the hardest realities of life and put them into music, 

only to come out with some new hope or sense of triumph.  Much of the power of our Freedom 

Movement in the United States has come from this music.”   

 

This program, recorded live from the National Blues Museum in St. Louis on February 16, 20174, 

gave students the opportunity to interact with civil rights activists, historians, and blues musicians 

to explore how the power of Blues music affected, and was affected by, America’s Civil Rights 

movement.  Each program was one hour in length and focused on the relationship between blues 

music and the civil rights movement.  Content and discussion was organized around specific blues 

songs.  Examples of music discussed included “Strange Fruit,” “Why I Sing the Blues,” “A Change 

is Gonna Come, “Jim Crow Blues, “Hard Times,” and “A Keen for Medgar.”  Specific songs differ 

with each program, so please note which songs are included in the 10 a.m. program and which are 

included in the 1 p.m. program in the “Program Format” section later in this document.  Each song 

was discussed in terms of its own lyrics/message, the artist(s) associated with it, and the song’s 

relationship to events in America’s struggle for civil rights.   

 

Guests for the 10 a.m. Central Time program (Program 1) include David Dennis, Sr., Director of 

the Southern Initiative of the Algebra Project, freedom rider, Field Secretary of the Congress of 

Racial Equality (CORE), and Co-Director of Council of Federated Organizations (COFO) Freedom 

Summer 1964 and Alonzo Townsend, educator and son of legendary blues singer Henry 

Townsend.  Guests for the 1 p.m. Central Time program (Program 2) include Reena Evers-

Everette, daughter of Medgar and Myrlie Evers, educator and Executive Director of the Medgar 

and Myrlie Evers Institute and Big George Brock, St. Louis blues legend.  

 

This program is another episode in our ongoing series, History in the First Person, that provides 

high school and middle school students the opportunity to interact live with individuals who have 

lived the history they are studying in class.  To view archived programs, visit 

http://www.educate.today.  History in the First Person—Music Moved the Movement:  Civil Rights 

and the Blues is produced in collaboration with the National Blues Museum.  HEC-TV and the 

National Blues Museum are sponsoring this program in partnership with the Missouri Humanities 

Council and with support from the National Endowment for the Humanities.  The Henry Hampton 

Collection is made possible through the Washington University in St. Louis libraries. 

 

 

 

http://www.educate.today/
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Program Objectives: 

1.  The participant will interact with civil rights activists, historians, and blues musicians providing 

primary source accounts of their work and primary source analysis of the program topics. 

2.  The participant will gain a greater understanding of America’s civil rights movement, American 

blues music, and the relationship between the two. 

3.  The participant will engage in critical and creative thinking. 

4.  The participant will meet people and hear stories from diverse perspectives. 

 

Program Format: 

Each program is focused on specific blues songs and their relationship to America’s civil rights 

movement.  Songs that will be highlighted in each program are included below.  Guests will also 

vary for each program, so please note below which guests are joining us for each show.  A time-

coded agenda of each program’s archive is available at Educate.Today.  The agenda for Program 1 

is Teacher Tool 135:  Program 1 Agenda.  The agenda for Program 2 is Teachder Tool 136:  

Program 2 Agenda.  To access the agenda, hit the Teacher Tool button on the Video Play page of 

the archived program. 

 

Blues Songs Highlighted in Program 1: 

“Why I Sing the Blues,” B.B. King (1969) 

 “Strange Fruit,” Abel Meeropol, Billie Holiday (1939) 

“Jim Crow Blues,” Leadbelly (1930) 

 “A Change is Gonna Come,” Sam Cooke (1964) 

 

Guests for Program 1: 

Dave Dennis, freedom rider, Field Secretary of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and Co-

Director of Council of Federated Organizations (COFO) Freedom Summer 1964 

Alonzo Townsend, educator and son of legendary blues singer Henry Townsend 

Jacqueline Dace, Director of Internal Affairs for the National Blues Museum 

 

Blues Songs Highlighted in Program 2: 

“Why I Sing the Blues,” B.B.King (1969) 

“Hard Times,” Big George Brock, (2005) 

“A Keen for Medgar,” Jim Williams (1965) 

“A Change is Gonna Come,” Sam Cooke (1964) 

 

Guests for Program 2: 

Reena Evers-Everette, daughter of Medgar and Myrlie Evers, educator and Executive Director of 

the Medgar and Myrlie Evers Institute 

Big George Brock, St. Louis blues legend  

Jacqueline Dace, Director of Internal Affairs for the National Blues Museum 
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Featured National Standards (History): 

Grades 5-12: 

Historical Thinking Standards 

2. Historical Comprehension   

B. Reconstruct the literal meaning of a historical passage by identifying who was involved, 

what happened, where it happened, what events led to these developments, and what consequences 

or outcomes followed.  

C. Identify the central question(s) the historical narrative addresses and the purpose, 

perspective, or point of view from which it has been constructed.  

F. Appreciate historical perspectives--(a) describing the past on its own terms, through the 

eyes and experiences of those who were there, as revealed through their literature, diaries, letters, 

debates, arts, artifacts, and the like; (b) considering the historical context in which the event 

unfolded--the values, outlook, options, and contingencies of that time and place; and (c) avoiding 

“present-mindedness,” judging the past solely in terms of present-day norms and values.  

 

4. Historical Research Capabilities 

 A. Formulate historical questions from encounters with historical documents, eyewitness 

accounts, letters, diaries, artifacts, photos, historical sites, art, architecture, and other records from 

the past.  

B. Obtain historical data from a variety of sources, including: library and museum 

collections, historic sites, historical photos, journals, diaries, eyewitness accounts, newspapers, and 

the like; documentary films, oral testimony from living witnesses, censuses, tax records, city 

directories, statistical compilations, and economic indicators.  

 

5.  Historical Issues—Analysis and Decision-Making 

A. Identify issues and problems in the past and analyze the interests, values, perspectives, 

and points of view of those involved in the situation.  

 

Featured National Standards (Music): 

NA.9-12.6 Listening to, analyzing, and describing music 

Students demonstrate extensive knowledge of the technical vocabulary of music. 

Students analyze and describe uses of the elements of music in a given work that make it unique, 

interesting, and expressive. 

 

NA.9-12.7 Evaluating music and music performances 

Students evaluate a performance, composition, arrangement, or improvisation by comparing it to 

similar or exemplary models. 

 

Achievement Standard, Advanced: 

Students evaluate a given musical work in terms of its aesthetic qualities and explain the musical 

means it uses to evoke feelings and emotion. 

 

Common Core Anchor Standards: 

Speaking and Listening 4: Present information, findings, and supporting evidence such that 

listeners can follow the line of reasoning and the organization, development, and style are 

appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. 

http://www.education-world.com/standards/national/toc/index.shtml#numbers
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Writing 1: Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, using 

valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence. 

Writing 6: Use technology, including the Internet, to produce and publish writing and to interact 

and collaborate with others.  

Writing 7: Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects based on focused questions, 

demonstrating understanding of the subject under investigation. 

Reading 1: Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical inferences 

from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from 

the text. 

Reading 4: Interpret a work of art. 

Reading 7: Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse media and formats, including 

visually and quantitatively, as well as in words. 

 

Program-Related Activity Suggestions: 

Please consider having your students do any or all of the activity suggestions either in advance of 

viewing the archived program to help familiarize them with the program’s subject matter and 

guests or after viewing the program as additional enrichment and opportunity to learn about the 

programs’ topics and guests.  

 

1.  Read the Guest Biographies—The biographies are available on our Educate.Today website in 

Student Tool 34:  Civil Rights and the Blues Guest Biographies.   To access the document, ust 

hit the Student Tool button on the Video Play page of each archived program.   

 

2.  Read the Song Lyrics—The song lyrics for songs featured in the program are available on our 

Educate.Today website in Student Tool 35:  Civil Rights and the Blues Song Lyrics.  To access 

the document, just hit the Student Tool button on the Video Play page of each archived program. 

 

3.  Learn More About the Songs and Singers Featured in the Program—Web links and videos 

related to the songs and singers featured in the program are available on our Educate.Today 

website in Student Tool 36:  Civil Rights and the Blues Featured Web Resources.  To access 

the document, just hit the Student Tool button on the Video Play page of each archived program.   

 

4.  Extend Your Study of the Topic—Utilize any or all of the additional Educate.Today video 

resources related to blues music and/or civil rights listed below. 

 

Music 2:  Bobby Rush—King of the Chitlin’ Circuit 

 

Civil Rights 6:  Constitution Day 2014—The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Its Current 

Implications 

 

Civil Rights 10:  Stories of the Civil Rights Movement—Sister Mary Antona Ebo 

 

Civil Rights 8:  History in the First Person:  Living Under Jim Crow Laws 

 

Civil Rights 11:  History in the First Person:  Stories of the Civil Rights Movement 

 

Civil Rights 3:  History in the First Person:  Race and Civil Rights—Where is Jim Crow Now? 
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5.  Send a Thank You or Insight—Have students write a letter to one of our guests detailing an 

insight the student gained from hearing his story, an appreciation for her participation, and/or 

another focus area of their choice.  E-mail the letter to us at live@hectv.org or mail the letter to us 

at Live@HEC-TV 3221 McKelvey Rd #106, Bridgeton, MO 63044.  

 

6.  Bring in a Guest Speaker—Have students contact individuals in your own area who have been 

involved in the civil rights movement and/or blues music and see if they can locate a guest speaker 

to come to your class and share their story.  

 

Supplemental Resources: 

For students interested in learning more about blues music and it’s relationship to America’s Civil 

Rights Movement, we recommend the following websites with excellent articles and additional 

resources. 

 

National Blues Museum—https://www.nationalbluesmusuem.org  

How Blues Changed America—https://blogs.longwood.edu/mollyschranck/2012/04/27/how-the-

blues-changed-america/  

 

The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History— http://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-

era/civil-rights-movement/essays/“people-get-ready”-music-and-civil-rights-movement-1950s 

 

NPR: Songs of the Civil Rights Movement—http://www.npr.org/2010/01/18/99315652/songs-of-

the-civil-rights-movement 

 

Voice of America—http://www.voanews.com/content/music-played-key-role-in-us-civil-rights-

movement/1738614.html 

 

PBS.org:  Blues as African American History— 

http://www.pbs.org/theblues/classroom/defhistory.html 

 

TeachRock.org:  The Music of the Civil Rights Movement— 

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

 

The Street Spirit.org:  We’ll March on Resurrection Day— 

http://www.thestreetspirit.org/well-march-on-resurrection-day/ 

 

Marsha Music:  The Alabama Bus—https://marshamusic.wordpress.com/the-alabama-bus/  

 

Voices of the Civil Rights Movement:  Black American Freedom Songs 1960-1966—

http://www.crmvet.org/crmpics/albums/97_voices_crm_liner.pdf 
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