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April 16, 2020 

Objective:  PRD 1.A
Explain how constitutional provisions have supported and 

motivated social movements. 



Let’s Get Started! 
Make sure you’ve accessed the required document 
(LINKED HERE). If you want to print it out, you can, but 
otherwise you can just read it from your device. You’ll be 
able to answer the analysis questions in your notes. 

As you work through the document, follow along with the 
page numbers on the BOTTOM of the page in the PDF

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1oVjkKJ-f2-yVddzKfflXk5z-1HDj4ZQf


Lesson Activity Reading & Analysis of 
Letter from Birmingham 
Jail



Read p. 5 (the first paragraph of the excerpted letter). In 
your notes, answer the following: 

- Describe Dr. King’s purpose in writing this paragraph. 
What is he attempting to explain to his audience? 

Letter from Birmingham Jail (p. 5)



Describe Dr. King’s purpose in writing this paragraph. What 
is he attempting to explain to his audience? 
Dr. King’s audience is the group of white Southern 
religious leaders who describe the non-violent 
demonstrations of King and his followers as “unwise and 
untimely.” In general, Dr. King is explaining to his 
audience what the conditions were like in Birmingham in 
an effort to lay the foundation for why nonviolent DIRECT 
ACTION needed to take place.

Answers (p. 5)



Read p. 6 (the first paragraph on this page). In your 
notes, answer the following: 

- Paraphrase the promise King explains the 
merchants broke which may have prevented the 
direct action he’s describing. 

- What was the direct action seeking to get the 
merchants to do? 

- Paraphrase the claim King supports using the 
evidence of the broken promise by the merchants. 

Letter from Birmingham Jail (p. 6)



- Paraphrase the promise King explains the merchants broke which may have 
prevented the direct action he’s describing. 

- Paraphrase the claim King supports using the evidence of the broken 
promise by the merchants. 

Answers (p. 6) 

PROMISE

CLAIM



- What was the direct action seeking to get the 
merchants to do?

The direct action was seeking to get merchants to 
remove the racial signs from their stores and end 
segregation in their businesses. 

Answers (p. 6) 



Read p. 6 (the second paragraph on this page). In your 
notes, answer the following: 

- Thinking back to Dr. King’s intended audience and 
purpose, why is he describing these delays in the 
direct action? What is he trying to communicate to his 
audience? 

Letter from Birmingham Jail (p. 6)



Answers  (p. 6)
- Thinking back to Dr. King’s intended audience and 

purpose, why is he describing these delays in the direct 
action? What is he trying to communicate to his audience? 

Dr. King is seeking to convey to the white Southern 
religious leaders that the direct action that civil rights 
protestors used in Birmingham was thoughtfully 
timed and the product of meticulous planning and 
strategy. Thus, the direct action was not “unwise and 
untimely.” 



Read p. 7 (all of it). In your notes, answer the following: 

- Paraphrase King’s explanation of the purpose of direct action.
- In his paragraph, King outlines his argument for using direct action to 

seek policy change that advances civil rights. How do the following 
ideas fit into his argument? 

- Nonviolent direct action
- Tension
- Negotiation
- Policy change that advances civil rights

- Now, explain the relationship between these concepts in the context 
of Dr. King’s argument. 

Letter from Birmingham Jail (p. 7)



Answers 
(p. 7) 

Paraphrase 
King’s 
explanation of 
the purpose of 
direct action.
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- In his paragraph, King outlines his argument for using direct action to seek 
policy change that advances civil rights. How do the following ideas fit into his 
argument? 

- Nonviolent direct action: nonviolent direct action serves as the 
catalyst for creating nonviolent tension within a community 

- Tension: nonviolent tension within a community leads to negotiation, 
in this case with white Southern business and political leaders 

- Negotiation: civil rights leaders and white Southern business and 
political leaders engage in negotiation, in this case, in an effort to 
seek policy change that will roll back and end segregation 

- Policy change that advances civil rights: this policy change is the 
byproduct of negotiation

Answers (p. 7) 



Answers (p. 7) 
- Now, explain the relationship between these concepts in the context 

of Dr. King’s argument.

Dr. King argues that nonviolent direct action is the first step in 
the process that leads to policy change that advances civil 
rights. His reasoning is that this nonviolent direct action will 
create a tension in the community that will force civil rights 
leaders and white Southern business and political leaders to 
negotiate policy changes. 



Letter from Birmingham Jail (p. 8)
Read p. 8 (all of it). In your notes, answer the following: 

- What is one specific example of the use of “legal pressure” by the civil 
rights movement of the 1960s? 

- Paraphrase the claim King makes in this paragraph about achieving 
gains in civil rights. 

- How does this claim relate to King’s argument from the previous 
paragraph? 



Answers (p. 8)
- What is one specific example of the use of “legal 

pressure” by the civil rights movement of the 1960s? 

The term “legal pressure” is a reference to litigation. 
A key example is Brown v. Board, which was a 
catalyst for the civil rights movements in the 1960s. 
This case used the Equal Protection Clause to 
advance civil rights. 



Answers (p. 8)
Paraphrase the claim King makes in this paragraph about achieving 
gains in 
civil rights. 

CLAIM



Answers (p. 8)
- How does this claim relate to King’s argument from the previous 

paragraph? 

In the previous paragraph (on p. 7), King explains the process by 
which nonviolent, direct action leads to policy change that 
advances civil rights. In this paragraph, King claims that no 
positive changes in civil rights policy are possible in this 
environment without these nonviolent direct actions first. 



Wrap Up Question
What is one implication of the process outlined in Dr. King’s 
argument? How might this process affect policy-making, other 
social movements, or another political principle, institution, 
process, policy, or behavior discussed in AP Government so 
far? 



Wrap Up Question: To Think About
What is one implication of the process outlined in Dr. King’s argument? How might 
this process affect policy-making, other social movements, or another political 
principle, institution, process, policy, or behavior discussed in AP Government so 
far?

Some things to think about: 

1) Other social movements use litigation based on the Equal Protection 
Clause as a catalyst for their social movement

2) Other social movements begin engaging in nonviolent demonstrations 
sto seek policy change

3) Congress and the President begin prioritizing social movement and civil 
rights issues on their policy agendas because of the pressures of social 
movements using non-violent tactics. 
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AP Government: Letter from Birmingham Jail (Part 3)
April 16, 2020 

Objective:  PRD 1.A
Explain how constitutional provisions have supported and 

motivated social movements. 



For this lesson, you will need to open this 
required document (LINKED HERE). Feel free to 
print it off if you would like, or you can save it to 
your device. It does need to be accessible! 

Let’s Get Started! 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1oVjkKJ-f2-yVddzKfflXk5z-1HDj4ZQf


Practice Working through the Letter from 
Birmingham Jail



A determined, strategic, non-violent direct 
action

→ creates a tension within a community

→ forces negotiation between civil right
 rights leaders and community

 business and political leaders 

→ can lead to policy change that
 advances civil rights 

According to 
Dr. Martin 
Luther King, 
Jr., the 
process was:

Process for Achieving Gains in Civil Rights:  



Write down some challenges that a social 
movement that is using this process might 
encounter. How might a social movement using 
this process overcome these challenges? 

So… 



The social movements might encounter: 

→ Policy gridlock!

→ Checks & balances in government

→ Fragmentation of power among 
government institutions 

So… 



So… 

And they may overcome challenges by:

→ Using litigation to show how the Equal 
Protection Clause was not upheld

→ Using a variety of nonviolent grassroots 
tactics to rally public support from a variety of 
constituencies to put pressure on policymakers 
and the elected institutions of government 



Activity: Making Connections 
1. Choose a social movement 

(Civil Rights Movement, Native 
Americans, women’s rights, 
etc.). Write down your 
movement choice in your notes. 



Activity: Making Connections 
2. Research ways in which this 
movement has been supported and 
motivated by a Constitutional provision 
(14th Amendment’s Equal Protection or 
Due Process Clauses) or through judicial 
or legislative action. Keep a log of the 
information you find. 



Activity: Making Connections 
3. Investigate any Supreme Court cases 
that are relevant that come up with your 
search and explain how the rulings in 
those cases either EXPAND or LIMIT this 
group’s civil rights. 
→ Be able to explain how the group used the 
14th Amendment to push for rights! 


