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Rosa Parks, the Montgomery Bus Boycott, and Purpose 
• Compelling Question 

o How might you live a purposeful life?  
• Virtue: Purpose 
• Definition – Purpose is my answer to the question "why do I exist?" 
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will learn about Rosa Parks’ purpose leading to the Montgomery Bus 
Boycott and how they can act with purpose in their own lives through discussion and analysis. 

• Objectives 
o Interpret Rosa Parks’ reasons for not giving up her seat on the bus. 
o Evaluate the purpose of the Montgomery Bus Boycott and Civil Rights Movement.  
o Understand and apply their knowledge about purpose to their own lives. 

• Background 
o The Civil Rights Movement was gathering strength in the decade after World War II, during which 

African Americans had fought bravely against the forces of tyranny but sought a “double V for 
victory” in the struggle against segregation (separation of the races) at home in the American 
South. The Supreme Court had declared that segregation (often called “Jim Crow” laws) was legal in 
Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). Despite the Fifteenth Amendment guaranteeing black males the right to 
vote, they were denied the right through a series of restrictions including literacy tests, poll taxes, 
and grandfather clauses. African Americans even suffered lynching (hanging) by angry white mobs 
who went unpunished. Hundreds of thousands of African Americans moved to northern cities 
during and after World War I to escape segregation though they suffered discrimination there as 
well.   
 
In 1954, the Supreme Court unanimously declared in Brown v. Board of Education that segregation 
in schools was “inherently unequal” and illegal. Besides the movement to desegregate schools, 
African Americans began to chip away at other parts of segregation.  In 1953, a Baton Rouge bus 
boycott in Louisiana was partly successful and provided a model for other boycotts.  Rosa Parks 
challenged the segregation on Montgomery, Alabama, buses on December 1, 1955, but she was not 
the first to do so in Montgomery. Two young ladies in separate incidents the previous March and 
October were arrested for no giving up their seat to white people. Moreover, black activists wrote 
letters to the mayor or met with city officials decrying segregation.   
 
However, Parks was filled with a strong purpose to stand firm against oppression, and she spawned 
a year-long, successful bus boycott that desegregated the city buses and more importantly focused 
national attention on civil rights. The boycott also led to the rise to prominence of Reverend Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., who would take a larger stage and help create and lead the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), which would lead civil rights demonstrations over the 
next decade. 

• Vocabulary 
o Tyranny 
o Segregation 
o Jim Crow laws 
o Literacy test 
o Poll tax 
o Grandfather clause 
o Lynching 
o Unanimously 
o Inherently  
o Boycott 
o Oppression 
o Menacingly  
o Desegregation 
o Mimeograph 
o Indignities 
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o Boundless 
• 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. 

• 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 What was Rosa Parks’ identity in the Montgomery Bus Boycott? 
o What was Rosa Parks’ purpose? 
o Why did Rosa Parks’ refuse to give up her seat on the bus? How did her performance alter history? 

• 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 The Henry Ford, “The Story Behind the Bus” 
https://www.thehenryford.org/exhibits/rosaparks/story.asp  

o Library of Congress, “A Guide to Materials for Rosa Parks” 
http://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/rosaparks/rosaparks.html  

o The Montgomery Bus Boycott: They Changed the World  
http://www.montgomeryboycott.com/  

o Parks, Rosa and Jim Haskins. Rosa Parks: My Story. Puffin Books, 1999. 
o Parks, Rosa and Gregory J. Reed. Dear Mrs. Parks: A Dialogue with Today's Youth. Lee & Low Books, 

2013. 
  

https://www.thehenryford.org/exhibits/rosaparks/story.asp
http://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/rosaparks/rosaparks.html
http://www.montgomeryboycott.com/
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Handout A: Rosa Parks, the Montgomery Bus Boycott, and Purpose  
 
Background 
 
The Civil Rights Movement was gathering strength in the decade after World War II, during which African 
Americans had fought bravely against the forces of tyranny but sought a “double V for victory” in the struggle 
against segregation (separation of the races) at home in the American South. The Supreme Court had declared that 
segregation (often called “Jim Crow” laws) was legal in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). Despite the Fifteenth 
Amendment guaranteeing black males the right to vote, they were denied the right through a series of restrictions 
including literacy tests, poll taxes, and grandfather clauses. African Americans even suffered lynching (hanging) by 
angry white mobs who went unpunished. Hundreds of thousands of African Americans moved to northern cities 
during and after World War I to escape segregation though they suffered discrimination there as well.   
 
In 1954, the Supreme Court unanimously declared in Brown v. Board of Education that segregation in schools was 
“inherently unequal” and illegal. Besides the movement to desegregate schools, African Americans began to chip 
away at other parts of segregation.  In 1953, a Baton Rouge bus boycott in Louisiana was partly successful and 
provided a model for other boycotts.  Rosa Parks challenged the segregation on Montgomery, Alabama, buses on 
December 1, 1955, but she was not the first to do so in Montgomery. Two young ladies in separate incidents the 
previous March and October were arrested for no giving up their seat to white people. Moreover, black activists 
wrote letters to the mayor or met with city officials decrying segregation.   
 
However, Parks was filled with a strong purpose to stand firm against oppression, and she spawned a year-long, 
successful bus boycott that desegregated the city buses and more importantly focused national attention on civil 
rights. The boycott also led to the rise to prominence of Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who would take a 
larger stage and help create and lead the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), which would lead civil 
rights demonstrations over the next decade.   
 
Narrative 
 
December 1, 1955 was a chilly and gray winter day in Montgomery, Alabama. At 5:00 p.m. a humble African-
American seamstress clocked out of her job at a department store and prepared to ride the bus home to her 
husband and mother. After noticing that the buses going by were packed, she walked across the street to kill some 
time at the drug store and pick up a few personal items. Tired from a day’s hard work, she absent-mindedly 
boarded a drab yellow-green bus and put her dime into the money box before sitting down. She sat down behind 
the “colored” section of the segregated bus as she had done thousands of times. A black man sat next to her staring 
out the window, and two black women were conversing across the aisle. It felt good to sit down finally after a day 
on her feet.   
 
The bus stopped a couple of times to pick up additional passengers, many of whom were white and filled the front 
section. The passenger, Rosa Parks, looked up in horror when she noticed the white bus driver menacingly coming 
toward her saying, “Move y’all, I want those two seats [for a white patron].” The bus driver, James Blake, was 
known to yell racial slurs at black women, drove the bus armed, and had humiliated Parks a dozen years before 
when he threw her off the bus because she dared enter the bus from the front door not the back. When she and the 
other African Americans did not move this time, he repeated, “Y’all better make it light on yourselves and let me 
have those seats.” Her heart was beating in her chest, but she had been strengthened by years of training in civil 
rights, and she resolved not to move. “No,” she said simply.   
 
It was an act of defiance rooted in a desire to enjoy the same human dignity and civil rights as anyone else. She was 
tired of being humiliated. “There had to be a stopping place, and this seemed to have been the place for me to stop 
being pushed around and to find out what human rights I had, if any.” She had not consciously woken that day to 
challenge the system of segregation, but she was driven by a purpose of securing equality for African Americans 
living under the brutal oppression of Jim Crow segregation.   
 
Parks had grown up in a single-parent household in Tuskegee, Alabama, which was one of the centers of African-
American education in the U.S. She had a strong Christian faith as a young lady, and her mother passed on to her an 
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admiration of black intellectuals and civil rights advocates, Booker T. Washington and George Washington Carver. 
In 1932, she married Raymond Parks, who was a charter member of the Montgomery chapter of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and raised money for the Scottsboro Boys who were 
several young black males falsely convicted of rape and sentenced to lengthy jail terms. In addition to the influence 
of her husband, Rosa Parks was also interested in civil rights because she experienced a “humiliation” working on 
Marshall Field airbase in World War II. On the base, she rode an integrated bus, “an alternative to the ugly racial 
policies of Jim Crow,” but after leaving the base, she was forced to ride a segregated city bus. After World War II 
ended, she was also infuriated that her brother patriotically served in the war but was treated with indignity when 
he returned home.   
 
Filled with purpose, Parks tried to register to vote unsuccessfully three times until she finally registered and 
exercised her first ballot in 1946.  She also acted as secretary of the local NAACP Montgomery chapter. During the 
summer of 1955, she attended a two-week desegregation workshop with white and black civil rights activists at 
the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee. For the first time in her life, she experienced the two races learning, 
talking, and living together “in peace and harmony.” When she returned home, she was deeply impressed when she 
heard Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the young pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, speak on Brown v. Board 
of Education (1954) and desegregation. She was dedicated to the principle of full civil equality for all Americans. 
Her experience had shaped her purpose so that she would not back down from defending her human dignity when 
the moment came.   
 
After Parks was arrested on December 1, she suffered further indignities when she was denied a sip of water at a 
“whites only” water fountain and then fingerprinted and locked up as a criminal.  While her family bailed her out of 
jail, her courageous stand inspired other African Americans to spring into action. Professor Jo Ann Robinson of the 
Women’s Political Council (a civil rights group) went to her college where she (and a few students) made 35,000 
mimeograph copies of a flyer calling for a boycott of the city buses and then began distributing around 
Montgomery.  Meanwhile, the ministers at the city’s predominantly black churches agreed to discuss the boycott in 
their Sunday sermons. Organizers also arranged for stories about the boycott in the local papers.  One cardboard 
sign taped to a pole stated, “DON’T RIDE IT FOR FREEDOM.”   
 
Early on Monday morning, Reverend King was drinking his coffee in his kitchen when he wife, Coretta, called for 
him to come quickly to the living room window to see empty buses traveling in the street. African Americans 
proudly walked to work, rode in black-owned taxis, or carpooled instead of riding the segregated buses. Later that 
morning, with hundreds of supporters gathering outside city hall, Parks had a short hearing and was fined ten 
dollars for violating the law. That night, a massive pro-boycott meeting crowded into Holt Street Baptist Church. 
Reverend King who was elected the leader of the Montgomery Improvement Association, which would organize 
the boycott, gave a ringing speech in which he declared, “We are tired—tired of being segregated and humiliated; 
tired of being kicked about by the brutal feet of oppression … When the history books are written in future 
generations the historians will pause and say, ‘There lived a great people—a black people—who injected new 
meaning and dignity into the veins of civilization.’ That is our challenge and our overwhelming responsibility.”   
 
African Americans asked for three simple demands including the hiring black bus drivers, respect from white 
drivers, and segregated seating on a first-come, first serve basis. Since these demands were not met, the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott lasted thirteen months until the following December when the Supreme Court outlawing 
segregation on buses. Not even intimidation, death threats, and bombings could stop the determination of the 
boycotters. Their strength and tenacity in opposing segregation was drawn by the purpose of a humble black 
woman who decided to take a stand on justice and equality.  As King wrote of Parks, “It was an individual 
expression of a timeless longing for human dignity and freedom…She was anchored to that seat by the 
accumulated indignities of days gone and the boundless aspirations of generations yet unborn.”   
 
 


