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Images of Struggle and Triumph:
Using Picture Books to Teach about  
Civil Rights in the Secondary Classroom
Karen H. Wilkins, Caroline C. Sheffield, Martha B. Ford, and Bárbara C. Cruz

The African American experience 
prior to the civil rights movement 
is difficult for secondary students 

to grasp. The unabashed racism of the 
time is unfathomable for most students 
in twenty-first century America. While 
racism and other prejudice still exist, it 
is now more subtle and less obvious to 
the casual observer. The above quote, 
from the 2004 NCSS Notable Trade 
Book Mississippi Morning, conveys the 
pervasive nature of racism in the United 
States prior to the civil rights movement 
of the 1950s and 1960s. Mississippi 
Morning presents the perspective of a 
young white protagonist in this vivid 
picture book about Depression-era 
Mississippi, a place and time where 
the Ku Klux Klan dominated society. 
As a result of the Klan’s dominance, 
African Americans lived in fear, forced 
to live in an atmosphere of prejudice 
and discrimination. The richly descrip-
tive prose engages readers in a way that 
no standard textbook can. Fortunately, 
as social studies educators, we have a 
wealth of books that we can use to bring 
the past to life and to our students.

Why Picture Books? 
As mentioned above, Mississippi 
Morning is a picture book. Traditionally 
32 pages in length, with an image on every 
page or two-page spread, the picture book 
format enables the author to address the 
difficult and emotionally charged topics 
of racial discrimination and prejudice 
both visually and textually. This con-
nection of picture and text creates a rich 
portrait of the period; the characters and 
the setting of a picture book are acces-
sible to the student through the visual 
representation.2 The use of selected 
images also enables the author to empha-
size themes, emotions, and significant 
details that might otherwise be lost in a 
conventional text-only medium.3

Although picture books are tradi-
tionally associated with elementary 
level learners, they can also be utilized 
effectively without patronizing older stu-
dents. The picture book format is not an 
indication of the reading level or content. 
It can be more accurately described as 
the medium that the author felt best cap-
tured the concept. In fact, many recently 
published picture books may be inappro-
priate for use in a younger class setting.4 

Mississippi Morning includes images and 
references to Klan-related violence that 
are not age-appropriate for students at the 
primary level. Comprehending many of 
the complex topics addressed in today’s 
picture books—such as the civil rights 
movement—requires more background 
knowledge than most elementary stu-
dents have. Additionally, the vocabulary 
and reading level of many recently pub-
lished picture books are too advanced for 
the traditional elementary student.5 The 
excerpt at the beginning of this article is 
written at a 6.5 grade level, well within 
the appropriate range for middle school 
inclusion.

Picture books are fun and visually 
arresting. We have found that secondary 
students clamor to see the illustrations, 
listen intently to the text, and enjoy the 
novelty of a read aloud. The format’s con-
cise text is enhanced through the use of 
vivid imagery. The images are often great 
works of art in and of themselves. All 
of the books highlighted in this article 
present artwork by award-winning illus-
trators who also display their works in 
formats other than picture books. 

The visual-verbal connection of pic-
ture books also facilitates learning for 
a variety of special needs students: the 
English Language Learner (ELL), the 
exceptional education student, and the 
reluctant reader.6 The ELL students, 
who might otherwise be excluded from 
the content in a traditional textbook 

Colored men and women traded in the five and dime all the time. They kept 
money in the bank and on some Saturdays were allowed to sit in the balcony 
of the theater to watch a movie. This all seemed normal to me. It’s true that 
they couldn’t drink out of the same water fountain as white folks or eat in 
the same coffee shop. They had to wait to be served in the stores until white 
folk had been served, but that’s just the way things were.1
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due to limited English proficiency, is 
drawn into the story by the pictures.7 
Illustrations provide a bridge to con-
tent that might otherwise be missed by 
allowing pictures to fill in the blanks 
of unfamiliar vocabulary. These same 
benefits are available to the exceptional 
education student, particularly those 
students with reading difficulties.8 
Picture books are particularly appropri-
ate for the reluctant reader who typically 
reads below grade level and is unable 
to comprehend traditional textbooks.9 
Unlike picture books, whose images 
are integral for comprehension of the 
narrative, textbooks are dense with text, 
and the limited graphics are not neces-
sarily correlated with the narrative. By 
utilizing picture books, these students 
who rarely experience success in the 
classroom are able to actively partici-
pate in class discussion and engage with 
peers.10

Textbooks by their nature are a sur-
vey of knowledge from the dominant 
perspective. They typically overlook 
the stories of the individual, the “com-
mon” person, and the human side of his-
tory. Since textbooks are the prevalent 
teaching tool, their use can negatively 
impact all students, not just the special 
populations listed above.11 Pictures 
books are useful for the instruction 
of all students. They give a face and a 
soul, so to speak, to the events of the 
past. While traditional textbooks often 
include images of the famous and well 
known, picture books often include sto-
ries of everyday people and everyday 
lives. Picture books are pieces of the 
whole mosaic, providing insightful and 
relevant depictions from differing per-
spectives. Through rich illustration and 
vivid text, each picture book allows the 
student to walk in the shoes of a partici-
pant in history not typically represented 
in most textbooks.12 

Another problem with the traditional 
classroom text is that students do not 
often see themselves represented in text-
books and see little relevance between 
the text and their experiences.13 The 
voice of children in history is rarely 
heard. Picture books fill this void. In 

contrast to textbooks, picture books are 
often presented from the perspective of a 
child or young adult. These perspectives 
are completely developed in a concise 
format, and easily comprehended by 
students in a relatively few number of 
pages.14 Through the presentation of the 
child’s perspective, the student is more 
easily engaged with the event and able 
to visualize the relevance of the content. 
Bruner, Combs, and Palardy contend 
that students will be intrinsically moti-
vated to learn if the content is relevant 
and makes sense to them.15

Secondary classes typically have a 
duration of less than one hour. Picture 
books are easily incorporated in this 
short time span, without any loss of 
content.16 Whether or not an educa-
tor is concerned with the amount of 
content to be covered or the depth to 
which the content is examined, using 
picture books appeals to both needs. 
The perspectives add depth to any topic, 
and the length and illustrated format 
of the books allows them to be quickly 
read without detracting from the pace 
of content coverage. 

Picture books can be used in a vari-
ety of ways within a secondary class. 
Taking advantage of the compact for-
mat, picture books are an excellent 
method to introduce a topic.17 A read 
aloud or a center activity can be uti-
lized at the beginning of a curricular 
unit to introduce the themes that will 
be discussed during the rest of the unit. 
From this springboard activity, students 
can explore specific topics with more 
depth. Another option for the inte-
gration of picture books is as a tool to 
highlight one event or person related 
to the unit theme. Picture books can be 
used as part of a concluding activity for 
a unit. Specifically, picture books can be 
analyzed for accuracy and authenticity 
using what the students have learned 
throughout the unit.

The Civil Rights Movement 
through Picture Books
While picture books can be used to 
teach about a multitude of social stud-
ies topics, we have found them especially 

useful to teach about the civil rights 
movement. Our students’ cognitive and 
affective learning have been enriched 
immeasurably by the incorporation of 
picture books into our classrooms. All 
of the picture books described in this 
article are NCSS Notable Trade Book 
Award winners. In addition to a sum-
mary of each book, suggested teaching 
activities are provided. The books are 
presented in historical order, begin-
ning with the Depression and moving 
through the civil rights movement of 
the 1960s.

Mississippi Morning written by Ruth 
Vander Zee, illustrated by Floyd 
Cooper. Eerdmans Books for Young 
Readers, 2004.18

This book, set in rural 1930s Mississippi, 
tells the story of James William, a young, 
white boy who does not question the 
constructs of his segregated community 
and is ignorant of the inherent violence. 
Through his friendship with LeRoy, a 
young, black boy living in his commu-
nity, James William becomes aware of 
the realities of the Ku Klux Klan’s influ-
ence. He discovers the town’s “hanging 
tree,” the truth about the black preach-
er’s house fire, and his own father’s role 
as a local Klan member.

This story—from the viewpoint of a 
young, white boy in the rural South— 
offers an unusual perspective for a book 
about this time period. The Depression 
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is usually told from an adult perspective, 
and the African American experience is 
usually told from the African American 
perspective. The presentation of this 
story from the perspective of a young, 
white boy provides another angle—the 
ignorance of many white youth to the 
pervasiveness of racism and how one 
boy is pulled into awareness by his sur-
roundings.

Copyright © 2005 Myron Uhlberg, Colin Bootman. 
Reprinted with permission of Peachtree Publishers, 
Atlanta, GA.

Dad, Jackie, and Me written by Myron 
U h lber g, i l lust rated by Col i n 
Bootman. Peachtree Publishing, 
2005.19

Set in 1947 Brooklyn, a young, white 
boy shares his love of baseball with his 
deaf father. Jackie Robinson has just 
become the first black major league 
baseball player. The book’s characters 
support the Brooklyn Dodgers and 
Jackie Robinson throughout his rookie 
season, a time when Robinson is slowly 
accepted by the Brooklyn fans even as 
he faces discrimination from other teams. 
The story intertwines the protagonist’s 
feelings about his father’s deafness with 
Robinson’s acceptance by the team and 
their fans. 

The events of Jackie Robinson’s 
rookie season are well known. This book 

provides a unique perspective—that of a 
white fan who is grappling with his own 
issues of acceptance—adding depth to 
a well-known story. The picture book 
about Jackie Robinson, a pivotal charac-
ter in the saga of the civil rights movement, 
illuminates how his strength empowered 
not only African Americans but those in 
other communities as well. The hardback 
version of this book provides primary 
source documents (newspaper articles 
and pictures) that can be used as teach-
ing tools.

Freedom on the Menu written by 
Carole Boston Weatherford, paint-
ings by Jerome Lagarrigue. Dial 
Books for Young Readers, 2005.20

The Woolworth’s lunch counter in 
Greensboro, North Carolina, was the 
site of one of the civil rights movement’s 
seminal events, and the setting for this 
picture book. This story is told from the 
perspective of Connie, an eight-year-old 
African American girl, who wants to sit 
at the lunch counter and drink from the 

“whites-only” water fountain. The author 
interweaves the events of the sit-in with 
the character’s personal experience; her 
older brother and sister are participat-
ing in the NAACP’s drive to register 
black voters and are eventually jailed 
for their efforts. The story ends with the 
family enjoying ice cream at the infamous 
Woolworth’s counter.

The perspective presented in this 

book demonstrates to the reader that 
the major events of the time period had 
lasting effects that were experienced by 
the entire population, including children. 
This book is a simplistic progression 
through life-altering events, such as a 
speech by Martin Luther King Jr. and 
the Greensboro sit-ins, through the naïve 
eyes of a young girl who lives the events 
but does not necessarily comprehend 
their significance. The book shows that 
we are all involved in history.

A Sweet Smell of Roses written by 
Angela Johnson, illustrated by Eric 
Velasquez. Simon & Schuster Books 
for Young Readers, 2005.21

Set in an intentionally unnamed Southern 
town during the early 1960s, this book 
follows the actions of two young girls who 
defy their mother to take part in a civil 
rights march led by Martin Luther King 
Jr. During the march, the girls endure the 
taunts of the jeering crowd to become 
part of the growing civil rights move-
ment. The characters in this story do not 
participate in a known historical event; 
however, they represent the efforts of the 
tens of thousands of everyday people in 
the struggle for civil rights, including the 
efforts of countless children. 

This book relies on images to con-
vey the feeling of the time period. The 
vivid illustrations pull the reader into the 
story with the use of realistic black and 
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Picture books are pieces of the whole mosaic, providing insightful and relevant 
depictions from differing perspectives. Through rich illustration and vivid text, each 

picture book allows the student to walk in the shoes of a participant in history….
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white drawings and a single element of 
red. The sparse text is written in first 
person to draw the reader into the 
character’s perspective on the march 
and civil rights movement. The book 
demonstrates how the actions of the 
common person, seemingly insignifi-
cant individually, are monumental in 
the collective.

Conclusion
The four picture books described 
in this article provide a concise (yet 
nuanced) chronicle of the civil rights 
movement—from the Jim Crow era of 
the early twentieth century to the move-
ment for integration in the 1960s. The 
use of picture books is one method to 
bring students closer to the past. This 
format brings relevance and under-
standing to all students through text 
and images. Students who may not nor-
mally be able to participate in class dis-
cussion and activities due to language 
difficulties or learning disabilities are 
included through their connection with 
the images, developing and enhancing 
their visual literacy. As for students who 
are proficient readers and can gather 
meaning from text, their understand-
ing of the time period is enhanced by 
the emotions and details portrayed in 
the visual images. Whether used as an 
introduction, exploration of an event 
or person, or as a concluding activity, 
picture books have a place in every 
secondary classroom. 
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