
The heart of the Civil Rights Movement beats in the music and 
musicians of the times, whose work was both an inspiration 
and a reflection of the changes happening in America and to its 
people. 

Singing for Equality: Musicians of the Civil Rights Era 
introduces middle graders to the history of the Civil Rights 
Movement and explores the vital role that music played in the 
tumultuous period of American history during the 1950s, ’60s, 
and ’70s. Bob Dylan, Mavis Staples and the Staple Singers, 
Sam Cooke, James Brown, and Nina Simone all brought joy and 
determination to people fighting for equality. This book also asks 
kids to think about today’s Black Lives Matter movement and 
discover parallels between the voices of then and now.

Hands-on projects and research activities alongside essential 
questions, links to online resources, and text-to-world 
connections promote a profound understanding of history and 
offer opportunities for social-emotional learning.

Learn more about Singing for Equality at   
nomadpress.net/nomadpress-books/singing-for-equality

Nomad Press offers concise classroom guides to help educators explore content-related topics with students and 
encourage them to develop ideas in meaningful ways. Includes Essential Questions and Common Core Connections.

Download free classroom guides for other Nomad Press books at our website, nomadpress.net!

Age: 12–15
Grade: 7–10
Softcover: 9781619309234, $15.95
Hardcover: 9781619309203, $22.95
eBook: all formats available, $12.99
Specs: 8 x 10, 112 pages, color interior Focus: Social Studies: U.S. History
GRL: Z+

CLASSROOM GUIDE

Singing for Equality: Musicians of the Civil Rights Era

ALSO IN THE CIVIL RIGHTS ERA SET

PROTESTS

PB: 9781619309197  $15.95
HC: 9781619309166 $22.95

POLITICS

PB: 9781619309272 $15.95
HC: 9781619309241 $22.95

LEADERS

PB: 9781619309159, $15.95
HC: 9781619309203, $22.95
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ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS TO ASK

DURING READING

KEY VOCABULARY

BEFORE READING

1 Check for Understanding

a What kinds of qualities make a musician famous in their own time?

b What kind of music is often sung at protests and marches?

c Do musicians and other artists have an obligation to speak out about issues they beleive in? 

Do artists of the past have more of an obligation than artists today? Why or why not?

CCC: CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.5 Analyze how a text uses structure to emphasize key points or advance an 
explanation or analysis.

1 Establish Background Knowledge

a What kind of music do you like to listen to? What kind of music do your friends and classmates like to listen to? 

b Does the music you listen to reflect some of the history you’re living through? How?

c What do you know about the music from the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s?

2 Skill Introduction

a What do you do when you come to a word or phrase you do not know?

b How do photographs, videos, and maps help someone learn about a topic?

CCC: CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.9-10.3 Apply knowledge of language to understand how language functions in different 
contexts, to make effective choices for meaning or style, and to comprehend more fully when reading or listening.
CCC: CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.9-10.5 Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and 
nuances in word meanings.

acclaimed, Black Lives Matter, 
debut, empower, integrate, 

lyrics, mentor, racism

Musicians Classroom Guide

Listen to Nina Simone sing “Young, Gifted, and Black.” What else was Simone 
trying to say with this song?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RTGiKYqk0gY
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ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS TO ASK

AFTER READING

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS TO ASK

Grade: 9-10 Language CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.9-10.3,4,4a,4c,4d,5,5a,5b,6

Grade: 9-10 History/Social Studies CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10

Grade: 9-10 Speaking & Listening CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.1,1a,1c,1d,2,3,4,5,6

Grade: 9-10 Writing HST CCSS.ELA-Literacy.WHST.9-10.1,2,2a,2b,2c,2d,2e,2f,9,10

1 Summary and Expansion

a Do you know of any musicians who are singing about the most recent protest events? How 

is their music similar to that of the Civil Rights Movement? How is it different?

b Why does it matter who is representing the voice of Black people to the general public? 

Why did Bob Dylan feel uncomfortable in his role as a civil rights leader?

c Why might singing and music help people who are doing the hard work of marching and protesting?

d How do you think Black performers felt when they encountered discriminatory Jim Crow laws 

that didn’t allow them to do certain things, such as stay in hotels with white people?

e How might the Civil Rights Movement been different if there hadn’t been a wealth of music to help drive it forward?

f Why do people still listen to music from that era today?

g What are some of the connections between music and language? 

CCC: CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.9-10.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 
phrases based on grades 9–10 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies.
CCC: CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.3 Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine whether earlier 
events caused later ones or simply preceded them.
CCC: CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.1d Respond thoughtfully to diverse perspectives, summarize points of agreement 
and disagreement, and, when warranted, qualify or justify their own views and understanding and make new 
connections in light of the evidence and reasoning presented.
CCC: CCSS.ELA-Literacy.WHST.9-10.2 Write informative/explanatory texts, including the narration of historical 
events, scientific procedures/ experiments, or technical processes.

Musicians Classroom Guide

COMMON CORE CONNECTIONS
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Grade: 9-10 Language
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.9-10.3,4,4a,4c,4d,5,5a,5b,6

3 Apply knowledge of language to understand how language functions in different contexts, to make effective choices for 
meaning or style, and to comprehend more fully when reading or listening.
4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases based on grades 9–10 reading and 
content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies.
4a Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence, paragraph, or text; a word’s position or function in a sentence) as a clue 
to the meaning of a word or phrase.
4c Consult general and specialized reference materials (e.g., dictionaries, glossaries, thesauruses), both print and digital, to find 
the pronunciation of a word or determine or clarify its precise meaning, its part of speech, or its etymology.
4d Verify the preliminary determination of the meaning of a word or phrase (e.g., by checking the inferred meaning in context or 
in a dictionary).
5 Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and nuances in word meanings.
5a Interpret figures of speech (e.g., euphemism, oxymoron) in context and analyze their role in the text.
5b Analyze nuances in the meaning of words with similar denotations.
6 Acquire and use accurately general academic and domain-specific words and phrases, sufficient for reading, writing, speaking, 
and listening at the college and career readiness level; demonstrate independence in gathering vocabulary knowledge when 
considering a word or phrase important to comprehension or expression.

Grade: 9-10 History/Social Studies
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9-10.1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10

1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, attending to such features as the date and 
origin of the information.
2 Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate summary of how key events 
or ideas develop over the course of the text.
3 Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded 
them.
4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including vocabulary describing political, social, or 
economic aspects of history/social science.
5 Analyze how a text uses structure to emphasize key points or advance an explanation or analysis.
6 Compare the point of view of two or more authors for how they treat the same or similar topics, including which details they 
include and emphasize in their respective accounts.
7 Integrate quantitative or technical analysis (e.g., charts, research data) with qualitative analysis in print or digital text.
8 Assess the extent to which the reasoning and evidence in a text support the author’s claims.
9 Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary and secondary sources.
10 By the end of grade 10, read and comprehend history/social studies texts in the grades 9–10 text complexity band 
independently and proficiently.
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Grade: 9-10 Speaking & Listening
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.1,1a,1c,1d,2,3,4,5,6

1 Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 
partners on grades 9–10 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively.
1a Come to discussions prepared, having read and researched material under study; explicitly draw on that preparation by 
referring to evidence from texts and other research on the topic or issue to stimulate a thoughtful, well-reasoned exchange of 
ideas.
1c Propel conversations by posing and responding to questions that relate the current discussion to broader themes or larger 
ideas; actively incorporate others into the discussion; and clarify, verify, or challenge ideas and conclusions.
1d Respond thoughtfully to diverse perspectives, summarize points of agreement and disagreement, and, when warranted, 
qualify or justify their own views and understanding and make new connections in light of the evidence and reasoning presented.
2 Integrate multiple sources of information presented in diverse media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively, orally) evaluating 
the credibility and accuracy of each source.
3 Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric, identifying any fallacious reasoning or 
exaggerated or distorted evidence.
4 Present information, findings, and supporting evidence clearly, concisely, and logically such that listeners can follow the line of 
reasoning and the organization, development, substance, and style are appropriate to purpose, audience, and task.
5 Make strategic use of digital media (e.g., textual, graphical, audio, visual, and interactive elements) in presentations to enhance 
understanding of findings, reasoning, and evidence and to add interest.
6 Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and tasks, demonstrating command of formal English when indicated or appropriate. 
(See grades 9–10 Language standards 1 and 3 here for specific expectations.)

Grade: 9-10 Writing HST
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.WHST.9-10.1,2,2a,2b,2c,2d,2e,2f,9,10

1 Write arguments focused on discipline-specific content.
2 Write informative/explanatory texts, including the narration of historical events, scientific procedures/ experiments, or technical 
processes.
2a Introduce a topic and organize ideas, concepts, and information to make important connections and distinctions; include 
formatting (e.g., headings), graphics (e.g., figures, tables), and multimedia when useful to aiding comprehension.
2b Develop the topic with well-chosen, relevant, and sufficient facts, extended definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other 
information and examples appropriate to the audience’s knowledge of the topic.
2c Use varied transitions and sentence structures to link the major sections of the text, create cohesion, and clarify the 
relationships among ideas and concepts.
2d Use precise language and domain-specific vocabulary to manage the complexity of the topic and convey a style appropriate 
to the discipline and context as well as to the expertise of likely readers.
2e Establish and maintain a formal style and objective tone while attending to the norms and conventions of the discipline in 
which they are writing.
2f Provide a concluding statement or section that follows from and supports the information or explanation presented (e.g., 
articulating implications or the significance of the topic).
9 Draw evidence from informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research.
10 Write routinely over extended time frames (time for reflection and revision) and shorter time frames (a single sitting or a day 
or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, purposes, and audiences.
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Project from Singing for Equality: Musicians of the Civil Rights Era
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PROJECT

Listen!
Music of the Civil Rights Era arose from several different styles of music, 
most notably gospel, folk, blues, and jazz. What did these different styles 

offer? How did they combine to form music that was completely new?

  ª Listen to the following music samples on YouTube. As you listen to each 
song, jot down some notes on your reactions. Use the following questions to 
guide your thinking.

•  Do you like the song? Why or 
why not? 

•  How does the song make you 
feel—happy, sad, encouraged, 
or something else? 

•  What can you learn about these 
songs by listening closely to the 
lyrics?

•  Do any of the songs make you 
want to get up and dance?

•  Is it a song you have heard 
before? 

•  Is there one genre (or style) of 
music that you would like to 
hear more of? Why or why not?

•  Do you have a favorite song 
among these four selections?

What songs do you listen to today 

that reflect the culture you live in?TEXT TO 
WORLD

Mahalia Jackson (1911–1972) was a 
famous gospel singer. Here she sings 
“Move on Up a Little Higher.”

 Jackson move on up

In the 1960s, the trio of Peter, Paul, 
and Mary was one of the biggest acts 
in folk music. Here they sing “If I Had a 
Hammer.”

 Peter, Paul, Mary hammer

B.B. King (1925–2015) was one of the 
greatest blues musicians of all time. 
Here he performs “Why I Sing the Blues.”

 BB King blues

Ella Fitzgerald (1917–1996) was one of 
the greatest jazz singers of all time. Here 
she sings “Cry Me a River.”

 Fitzgerald cry me river

ACTIVITY!

Check out more titles and other great activities at nomadpress.net.

Musicians ACTIVITY
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Check them out at nomadpress.net
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