
Rosa Parks and Emmett Till Lesson            Anne Schaefer June, 2019 

Grades 8-10 Social Studies or Language Arts 

This lesson is designed to deepen student understanding of the history racial segregation, 
the Emmett Till murder and the complexity of events that led to the civil rights 
movement. Through analyzing Nikki Giovanni’s prose poem, students gain a greater 
understanding of the many people who worked together to lead to the day Rosa Parks 
decided to take a stand by sitting down.  

Students should have some background knowledge of the Emmett Till murder and the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott prior to the lesson. 

Step 1 

Display photo of Pullman Porters: 
https://woodmereartmuseum.org/experience/exhibitions/john-mosley-photographs/
pullman-porters 

Read the article ”Five Things to Know About Pullman Porters” in Smithsonian 
Magazine:  

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/five-things-know-about-pullman-
porters-180959663/ 

Step 2 

Read and discuss Langston Hughes poem “Porter” 

Porter 

by Langston Hughes 

I must say  
Yes, sir,  
To you all the time.  
Yes, sir!  
Yes, sir!  
All my days  
Climbing up a great big mountain  
Of yes, sirs!  

https://woodmereartmuseum.org/experience/exhibitions/john-mosley-photographs/pullman-porters
https://woodmereartmuseum.org/experience/exhibitions/john-mosley-photographs/pullman-porters
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/five-things-know-about-pullman-porters-180959663/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/five-things-know-about-pullman-porters-180959663/


 
Rich old white man  
Owns the world.  
Gimme yo' shoes  
To shine.  
 
Yes, sir! 

Discuss:  

Whose point of view is conveyed in the poem? 

How does Hughes convey the porters’ inner feelings? 

Optional: Compare/Contrast with the mood created by Norman Rockwell’s “Boy in 
Dining Car” 
https://www.nrm.org/2016/01/norman-rockwell-museum-explores-the-pullman-porter-
norman-rockwells-boy-in-dining-car/ 

Step 3 

Explain that blues music emerged in the African American community partly to give 
voice to their feelings. 

Play Big Bill Broonzy, “Black, Brown and White” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0c1c0ZsTLA 

Black, Brown and White 
Big Bill Broonzy 

This little song that I'm singin' about  
People you know it's true 
If you're black and gotta work for a living  
This is what they will say to you 
They says if you was white, should be all right  
If you was brown, stick around  
But as you's black, m-mm brother, git back git back git back 
I was in a place one night  
They was all having fun  
They was all byin' beer and wine  
But they would not sell me none 

https://www.nrm.org/2016/01/norman-rockwell-museum-explores-the-pullman-porter-norman-rockwells-boy-in-dining-car/
https://www.nrm.org/2016/01/norman-rockwell-museum-explores-the-pullman-porter-norman-rockwells-boy-in-dining-car/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0c1c0ZsTLA
https://www.google.com/search?q=Big+Bill+Broonzy&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgVuLUz9U3MMzKMi5exCrglJmu4JSZk6PgVJSfn1dVCQB8sbmTIAAAAA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjQ6LTIyYzjAhWEWc0KHRK5BaQQMTAAegQIChAF


They said if you was white, should be all right  
If you was brown, stick around  
But if you black, m-mm brother, git back git back git back 
Me and a man was workin' side by side  
This is what it meant  
They was paying him a dollar an hour  
And they was paying me fifty cent 
They said if you was white, 't should be all right  
If you was brown, could stick around  
But as you black, m-mm boy, git back git back git back 
I went to an employment office  
Got a number 'n' I got in line  
They called everybody's number  
But they never did call mine 
They said if you was white, should be all right  
If you was brown, could stick around  
But as you black, m-mm brother, git back git back git back 
I hope when sweet victory  
With my plough and hoe  
Now I want you to tell me brother  
What you gonna do about the old Jim Crow? 
Now if you was white, should be all right  
If you was brown, could stick around  
But if you black, whoa brother, git back git back git back 

Step 4 

Provide background – Greensboro lunch counter sit-in  

Share and Discuss: 
Greensboro lunch counter sit-in 
https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/odyssey/archive/09/0909001r.jpg 

Step 5 

Remind students of the historical event of Emmett Till Murder using the Chicago 
Defender as a source 

Share and Discuss: 
http://www.emmetttillproject.com/home2 

http://www.emmetttillproject.com/chicagodefender 

https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/odyssey/archive/09/0909001r.jpg
http://www.emmetttillproject.com/home2
http://www.emmetttillproject.com/chicagodefender


Step 6 

Read “Rosa Parks” by Nikki Giovanni aloud 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/90180/rosa-parks 

Rosa Parks 

This is for the Pullman Porters who organized when people said  
they couldn’t. And carried the Pittsburgh Courier and the Chicago  
Defender to the Black Americans in the South so they would  
know they were not alone. This is for the Pullman Porters who  
helped Thurgood Marshall go south and come back north to fight  
the fight that resulted in Brown v. Board of Education because  
even though Kansas is west and even though Topeka is the birth- 
place of Gwendolyn Brooks, who wrote the powerful “The  
Chicago Defender Sends a Man to Little Rock,” it was the  
Pullman Porters who whispered to the traveling men both  
the Blues Men and the “Race” Men so that they both would  
know what was going on. This is for the Pullman Porters who  
smiled as if they were happy and laughed like they were tickled  
when some folks were around and who silently rejoiced in 1954  
when the Supreme Court announced its 9—0 decision that “sepa-  
rate is inherently unequal.” This is for the Pullman Porters who  
smiled and welcomed a fourteen-year-old boy onto their train in  
1955. They noticed his slight limp that he tried to disguise with a  
doo-wop walk; they noticed his stutter and probably understood  
why his mother wanted him out of Chicago during the summer  
when school was out. Fourteen-year-old Black boys with limps  
and stutters are apt to try to prove themselves in dangerous ways  
when mothers aren’t around to look after them. So this is for the  
Pullman Porters who looked over that fourteen-year-old while  
the train rolled the reverse of the Blues Highway from Chicago to  
St. Louis to Memphis to Mississippi. This is for the men who kept  
him safe; and if Emmett Till had been able to stay on a train all  
summer he would have maybe grown a bit of a paunch, certainly  
lost his hair, probably have worn bifocals and bounced his grand-  
children on his knee telling them about his summer riding the  
rails. But he had to get off the train. And ended up in Money,  
Mississippi. And was horribly, brutally, inexcusably, and unac-  

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/90180/rosa-parks


ceptably murdered. This is for the Pullman Porters who, when the  
sheriff was trying to get the body secretly buried, got Emmett’s  
body on the northbound train, got his body home to Chicago,  
where his mother said: I want the world to see what they did  
to my boy. And this is for all the mothers who cried. And this is  
for all the people who said Never Again. And this is about Rosa  
Parks whose feet were not so tired, it had been, after all, an ordi-  
nary day, until the bus driver gave her the opportunity to make  
history. This is about Mrs. Rosa Parks from Tuskegee, Alabama,  
who was also the field secretary of the NAACP. This is about the  
moment Rosa Parks shouldered her cross, put her worldly goods  
aside, was willing to sacrifice her life, so that that young man in  
Money, Mississippi, who had been so well protected by the  
Pullman Porters, would not have died in vain. When Mrs. Parks  
said “NO” a passionate movement was begun. No longer would  
there be a reliance on the law; there was a higher law. When Mrs.  
Parks brought that light of hers to expose the evil of the system,  
the sun came and rested on her shoulders bringing the heat and  
the light of truth. Others would follow Mrs. Parks. Four young  
men in Greensboro, North Carolina, would also say No. Great  
voices would be raised singing the praises of God and exhorting  
us “to forgive those who trespass against us.” But it was the  
Pullman Porters who safely got Emmett to his granduncle and it  
was Mrs. Rosa Parks who could not stand that death. And in not  
being able to stand it. She sat back down. 

Step 7 

Provide a double spaced copy of the poem for each student. Have students briefly 
research the following and annotate the poem with explanations: 

• Pittsburgh Courier, Chicago Defender 
• Thurgood Marshall 
• Brown v. Board of Education 
• Gwendolyn Brooks 
• Blues Men 
• “Race” Men 
• “Separate is inherently unequal” 
• NAACP 

Share out annotations 



Step 8 

Read poem aloud again 

Step 9 

Discuss as a class, in pairs or as journal entries: 

▪ In what ways did the Pullman porters show resistance? 

▪ Why did Nikki Giovanni title this work “Rosa Parks” when it largely tells the 
story of the Pullman porters and Emmett Till? 

▪ Who are the “some folks” in this line? What is being contrasted? 
“the Pullman Porters who smiled as if they were happy and laughed like they were 
tickled when some folks were around and who silently rejoiced in 1954 when the Supreme 
Court announced its 9—0 decision that “separate is inherently unequal.” 

▪ What power did Pullman porters have? List several ways they used their power in 
resistance? 

▪ At what point does the poem shift from honoring the Pullman porters to honoring 
others? 

Who does it honor and why? 

▪ Record an example of personification in the poem. How does it add to the poem? 

▪ Some accounts of Rosa Parks’ decision to sit in the bus have simplified history 
and portrayed her as simply a tired worker making a spur of the moment decision. 
In what ways does the poet correct that image of Parks? 

▪ In what way does the poet connect Rosa Parks to Emmett Till? 

▪ What word play is used in the last two lines of the poem? What is the poet’s 
meaning here? 

▪ What is the theme of the poem? 

Step 10 

Culminating project: 



Assign students singly or in pairs to write a prose poem about a civil rights figure in the 
form of Giovanni’s poem (“This is for…”). It should include the figure’s 
accomplishments and the other civil rights figures/events that influenced them in their 
work. 


