
  

Bayard Rustin: Unspoken Hero of the Civil Rights Movement 

Introduction  

Martin Luther King, Jr. framed the goals and strategies of the civil rights movement for a 

national audience, and with his message of nonviolent protest, he inspired ordinary 

African-Americans to demand equal rights as American citizens. There were many individuals 

who embraced King’s message and advanced the civil rights movement on a local and national 

level. And yet, we haven't learned about all of them. The purpose of this lesson is to highlight 

the achievements and responsibilities of one particular  influential person - Bayard Rustin - in 

order to discover why he is an “unspoken hero.”  

 

Many of the important figures of the modern civil rights movement are still celebrated and 

remembered today. Students will explore how the legacy of these individuals continues to 

inspire and shape the struggle for civil rights and social justice, and will develop a richer and 

more nuanced understanding of the movement and its leaders. 

 

Discrimination, prejudice, segregation, integration, and civil rights remain important  issues  

today. In this lesson, students can discuss how our thinking about these issues has shifted over 

time, and how continuing to grapple with them can promote equality and justice. 
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Grade Level   

Grades 5- 8 

Disciplines / Unit Recommendations  

This lesson was created for a 5th grade U.S. History class and piloted in a 9th-grade ELA class. 

Estimated Time 

The lesson was designed to be taught in three 50-minute class periods for a 5th-grade class. 

Higher grade levels may not need as much time.  

Preparation  
It is recommended that teachers double-check all links as some may shift since they are not 

hosted by Making Gay History directly.  

 

​Listen to Making Gay History Season 4 Episode 8: Bayard Rustin.  

https://bit.ly/mgh-rustin 
 

As the teacher, you know your students and teaching situation best. It is always advised 

to listen to the full podcast individually before playing for or assigning to your students, 

just as you would review any text for classroom use.  

 

Optional: Make the podcast episode transcript available for students to read/reference 

when listening to the podcast.  

 

​Review the slideshow to familiarize yourself with it.  The slideshow guides the full lesson. 

 

​Preview the History Channel video,  King Leads March on Washington. 

 

​Preview the MSNBC video, The Man Behind the March on Washington, available on 

YouTube or MSNBC. 

 

​ If not yet familiar with the K-W-L teaching strategy, the resources that follow will help 

you understand its structure.  
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In brief, K-W-L invites students to lean into their own curiosity in order to drive learning. 

Students identify: 

●​ What they Know about a topic. 

●​ What they Want to Know about that topic. 

●​ And then, after research or a lesson, what they Learned about the topic.  

 

The KWL chart is a way to track through all three steps. Here are a few examples and 

more detailed descriptions of the strategy: 

○​ From Read Write Think (NCTE), designed for grades 3-8. 

○​ From Facing History and Ourselves, designed for grades 6-12. 

 

​Print and copy K-W-L chart, modified as needed, to be grade-appropriate. The chart is 

intended to provide ample writing space under each heading.  

 

Background 

The August 28, 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom is well-known as the largest 

civil rights march of its time. Over 200,000 people attended and heard speeches delivered by 

major civil rights leaders. What is less often remembered is that the principal organizer behind 

the March was Bayard Rustin. In this lesson, focus is brought to Rustin, his role in and impact on 

the movement, and why he has often been sidelined from history. 

 

Even before the civil rights movement, Bayard Rustin was a prominent activist and strategist as 

an advocate for pacifism and social justice. During the 1940s, he organized early protests against 

racial segregation in the military and public transportation. He also worked to make visible the 

injustice of chain gang practices. As a key advisor to Martin Luther King, Jr., Rustin was 

instrumental in organizing the 1963 March on Washington. As an out gay man who had a 

prominent role  in the civil rights movement, he became a prime target of the FBI, which was 

intent on disrupting the movement. 

 

In the mid-1950s and early 1960s, one significant form of civil rights activism involved 

nonviolent direct action. The 1960 sit-in movement, the 1961 Freedom Rides, and the 1963 

Birmingham Campaign all set the stage for the largest civil rights march of its time. Planning for 

the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, which was led by Bayard Rustin, began in the 

spring of 1963, with the involvement of “the Big Six,” prominent leaders of some of the major 

civil rights organizations:  

 

 
Lesson created for National Education Association ​                                Season 4, Episode 8: Bayard Rustin 

Making Gay History Teaching Fellowship​​ 3 ​ ​                     www.makinggayhistory.org   
 
 

https://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/printouts/chart-0
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/k-w-l-charts
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1cV2yEHiQRTDNoOf7Yp6HcVxZa6azi4Wo3SO5hBs4DYA/edit?usp=sharing
http://www.makinggayhistory.org


●​ Martin Luther King, Jr. (Southern Christian Leadership Conference)   

●​ James Farmer (Congress of Racial Equality)  

●​ John Lewis (Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee)   

●​ A. Philip Randolph (Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters)   

●​ Roy Wilkins (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) 

●​ Whitney Young (National Urban League)  

 

Within the various class discussions for this lesson, teachers may need to be prepared to: 

1.​ Define discrimination, prejudice, segregation, integration, and civil rights. 

2.​ Identify important figures of the modern civil rights movement, including Mississippians 

(e.g., Martin Luther King, Jr.; Rosa Parks; Medgar Evers; James Meredith; Fannie Lou 

Hamer; Charles Evers). 

3.​ Identify and describe key events of the modern civil rights movement, including the 

March on Washington.  

Procedure  

1.​ Begin the lesson by asking students to individually complete the K of a “K-W-L” chart 

about their prior knowledge of the civil rights movement.  (slide 2) 

a.​ From the author: It can help to prompt students with a reminder of what they 

may have previously studied, for example: 

​
Every February is designated as Black History Month. We know many influential 

African-Americans who we have studied throughout our years in school. One of 

those, of course, is Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who bravely fought for equal rights 

for African-Americans. In the “K” column please write any information that you 

already might know about his involvement in the movement. This might include, 

but is not limited to,  places he visited, speeches he made, ideologies he believed 

in, contributions and involvements of others, as well as, famous quotes.​
​
Note from the piloting teacher: In addition to Martin Luther King, Jr., I prompted 

them by asking about names such as Harriet Tubman, Sojourner Truth, and other 

African-Americans about whom they may have learned. 

 

b.​ Variation: for scaffolding, you could have students work in pairs on this exercise. 
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2.​ Whole class discussion. Invite students to share what they included in the “K” column. 

The specific student responses can be used to lead the discussion into the rest of the 

lesson.  

a.​ Things included in the “K” column can be recorded on an anchor chart when they 

are orally shared.  

b.​ From the author: Students might notice that some things have been shared more 

than once. This is good! Chime in on what has been shared multiple times and 

discuss why the same thing was shared by different students.  

c.​ Ask questions to build further context for students. For example, if student(s) list 

“I Have A Dream,”  the teacher might ask the question, “Where was Dr. King 

when he said those famous words?”  

d.​ Note from the piloting teacher: Older students can be involved by writing the 

words and adding tally marks if something is identified by more than one 

student. 

 

3.​ Show the video, “History Specials: King leads March on Washington.”  Encourage the 

students to listen for names of people, places, and events that could either 

a.​ Be added to the K section of the graphic organizer because they reminded them 

of things they had learned about previously, or 

b.​ Added to the W section of the KWL, because they spark a curiosity to learn more. 

 

4.​ After viewing the video, ask students these questions: 

●​ How many people do you think were involved in the March on Washington? 

●​ The March on Washington had to take a lot of planning. Who do you think 

organized this grand gathering? 

●​ Why have we never heard of the person who laid out the plans for this 

movement? 

 

5.​ Let students know they will now be learning about the key person behind the March on 

Washington: Bayard Rustin. Allow a few minutes for students to add to their KWL chart: 

what do they Want to Learn about Bayard Rustin? 

a.​ As time allows, have a few or many students share their questions and what they 

are curious to know more about. 
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6.​ Show the video The Man Behind the March on Washington, by MSNBC, available on 

YouTube or MSNBC. 

a.​ Have students add to the L section of the KWL chart while they are watching the 

video, or afterwards. 

b.​ Variation: If your students need additional scaffolding for note-taking from 

videos, an additional strategy or graphic organizer can be provided, for example, 

these, suggested in video learning strategies from BoClips.   

 

7.​ As a class, listen to the Making Gay History Season 4 Episode 8: Bayard Rustin.  

https://bit.ly/mgh-rustin 
a.​ A transcript is available with this lesson for students to follow along with as they 

listen. 

b.​ You may wish to pause the podcast periodically and check for understanding on 

the part of the students. 

c.​ Have students add to the L section of the KWL chart while they are listening to 

the podcast, or afterwards. 

d.​ Invite students to listen particularly for adjectives about Rustin from historical 

accounts of his involvement with the March on Washington, and to list them. 

e.​ If time is available, invite students to share in small groups what they learned, 

what questions from the “Want to Learn” they are now able to answer, and what 

new questions they have. 

 

8.​ As a whole class, discuss what students learned about Bayard Rustin from listening to 

the podcast episode. As possible, go back to what students identified they wanted to 

learn, and explore new questions for discussion. In addition, ask students: 

a.​ We hear about everyone else, why don’t we hear about Bayard Rustin? 

b.​ What were his major contributions? 

c.​ If a similar demonstration were held today, do you think the efforts of an 

individual like Bayard Rustin would be mentioned?  

 

9.​ If work is being collected, have students add a final comment to their KWL charts before 

turning them in.  
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Extension Activity  

Have students complete a longer writing assignment about why they believe Bayard Rustin is 

rarely mentioned in accounts of the March on Washington. A variation of this prompt could be: 

If a similar demonstration were held today, do you think the efforts of an individual like Bayard 

Rustin would be included? Either prompt provides the opportunity for students to examine the  

complexity and nuance in the civil rights movement, as well as to consider the many layers of 

prejudice and discrimination that have characterized  American history and the presentation of 

American history. 

Additional Resources  

To add more depth to a Civil Rights unit at higher grade levels, students could be assigned to 

read A Raisin in the Sun. The March on Washington was organized by Bayard Rustin, an out and 

proud gay man. Raisin was written by a closeted lesbian, Lorraine Hansberry, who did not come 

out because of homophobia. Listen to her podcast episode here: Making Gay History Season 8 

Episode 2: Lorraine Hansberry, https://bit.ly/mgh-hansberry. 

 
For more on Bayard Rustin, a good resource is the PBS film, Brother Outsider. 

About the Author: Bakari D. Shead  

Bakari D. Shead is a veteran educator in the state of Mississippi. He is an alumnus of Jackson 

State University and has spent most of his career in the same school district in the Mississippi 

Delta. Shead has served as the president and vice-president of his local NEA association, 

represented his region on the board of his state association, and has been a delegate to several 

NEA Representative Assemblies.  
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