THE TRUE STORY OF THE FORGOTTEN HEROES — SELMA'S STUDENTS AND TEACHERS
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This guide is dedicated to the brave marchers of
Bloody Sunday.
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PART ONE

ABOUT THE FILM AND THE SELMA-TO-MONTGOMERY MARCH

Selma: The Bridge to the Ballot tells the true story of the forgotten heroes of the historic struggle for vot-
ing rights—Selma’s students and teachers. They confronted a violent sheri and a defiant governor
determined to protect white supremacy at any cost. By organizing and marching bravely in the face of
intimidation, violence, arrest and even murder, these activists achieved one of the most significant victo-
ries of the civil rights era—passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

The story of the Selma-to-Montgomery march, like all stories in the civil rights movement, is much
more than an isolated chapter in our history. The voting rights movement illustrates how citizens in our
democracy can use the rights guaranteed them in the First Amendment to contest injustice. It shows
the power of activism and nonviolence to disrupt oppressive systems. And it shows that the energy and
momentum for social change often comes from the youngest among us.

Despite the passage in 1870 of the 15th Amendment, which granted African-American men the right to
vote, few black citizens could exercise that right 75 years later. Jim Crow laws, particularly in the Deep
South, set literacy tests and poll taxes into place as obstacles.
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THE PEOPLE OF SELMA: THE BRIDGE TO THE BALLOT

Students take center stage in Selma: The Bridge to the Ballot. But they are not alone: Local residents,
state and federal o cials, and people across the nation all play a part in this story.

Amelia Boynton, civil rights
activist, leader of Dallas County
Voters League (DCVL)

Avery Williams, Selma student

Bernard Lafayette, youth
organizer with the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC)

Bettie Mae Fikes, Selma student

C.T.Vivian, minister, civil
rights activist, member of the
Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC)

Charles Bonner, Selma student

Charles Mauldin, Selma student,
president of the Dallas County
Youth Voters League

Clark Olsen, minister from
Berkeley, California

Cleo Hobbs, Selma student

Diane Nash, civil rights activist,
afounder of SNCC

Frank M. Johnson Jr., U.S.
District Judge

Frederick D. Reese, Selma
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THE PLACES

16th Street Baptist Church. Achurchin
Birmingham, Alabama, that served as a hub of
activity during mass anti-segregation demon-
strations in 1963, including the Birmingham
Children’s Crusade. In September of that year,
members of the Ku Klux Klan planted abomb in
the basement, killing four girls, Addie Mae Collins,
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PART TWO

YOUR COMMUNITY // THE VOTE TODAY

In 1965, young people in Selma, Alabama, stood up for the right to vote. These young people should be an
inspiration to all communities at a time when our country is facing new issues at the ballot box that must
be addressed. What would motivate your audience to act?

Here are some issues to consider:

Voter ID laws are threatening to turn away the
poor, the elderly and students at the polls by
requiring government-issued photo identification.
As many as 11 percent of citizens (21 million peo-
ple) do not have such ID, according to the Brennan
Center for Justice. Despite legal precedent requir-
ing free 1D to eligible voters without them, they
are not always easily accessible.

brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/legacy/d/download__
file_39242.pdf
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CASE STUDY: WHO IS NOT VOTING?
A 2014 Pew Research Center report—"“The Party
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CASE STUDY: POLLING PLACES

Even when voters have decided to cast a ballot,
they can still encounter obstacles at the polling
place. Are any of the following items issues at poll-
ing places in your community:

¢ Are the polling places accessible by foot? Ifa
major road or highway cuts through a precinct,
is the polling place located on the side with the
greatest number of voters?

¢ Does the polling place have a history of long
lines? Are too many voters within the precinct?
Does it have adequate parking? Is it wheelchair
accessible?

« Isthe polling place a nonpartisan location, or is
it located at someone’s house?

e Do multiple precincts use the same polling loca-
tion? Does it cause confusion, such as voters
using the wrong machines?

VOTING IN YOUR TOWN

Here are key questions to help you assess what
voting issuesarea ecting your community today.
Other helpful tools and information can be found
at selma.splcenter.org.

e What s the current level of voter participation
at the state and local level?

¢ What's involved in registering and voting in your
community?

¢ Arevoting reformsintheair?

« How engaged are voters in your state and com-
munity? Use online resources, like your state’s
website or the U.S. Census Bureau, to find out.
One place to begin is the United States Election
Project, where there's a link to each state’s 2014
voter turnout results.

census.gov/hhes/www/socdemo/voting
electproject.org

DISCUSSION: PAST VS. PRESENT

Literacy tests and poll taxes created obstacles to
the ballot box in the Jim Crow South. Selma’s voter
registrationo ce was open only two days a month.
People registering to vote had to supply the name
of an already-registered voter to vouch for them.

What obstacles do today’s voter ID laws create?


http://selma.splcenter.org/
http://census.gov/hhes/www/socdemo/voting
http://www.electproject.org
http://people-press.org/2014/10/31/the-party-of-nonvoters-2
http://www.oregonlive.com/mapes/index.ssf/2015/03/oregons_pioneering_new_voter_r.html
http://www.oregonlive.com/mapes/index.ssf/2015/03/oregons_pioneering_new_voter_r.html
http://www.rockthevote.com/voter-registration/online-application-system/online.html
http://www.rockthevote.com/voter-registration/online-application-system/online.html
https://www.brennancenter.org/analysis/automatic-voter-registration



http://lwv.org/content/high-school-voter-registration-training-manual-3rd-edition
http://lwv.org/content/high-school-voter-registration-training-manual-3rd-edition
http://www.powerofdemocracy.org

VOTER RESTRICTIONS OR VOTER FRAUD
Voter fraud is often cited as a reason for restric-
tive voter ID laws. But as the Brennan Center for
Justice report “The Truth About Voter Fraud”
found, in-person voter fraud is “more rare than
death by lightning.” Here are key questions to ask
about your community:

e Whatare the rules and regulations in your state?

« Isthere a move to make voting more accessible
or one to make it more restrictive?

e Arethere concerns about voter integrity, either
through people voting illegally, bad counting
practices or inaccurate voting machines?

 Visit Vote4ll.org and click on “Search by State &
Topic” to research details for your state.

¢ Visit RocktheVote.com and Vote41l.org to find
out about student voting. You can record your
findings in the chart below.
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brennancenter.org/publication/truth-about-voter-fraud
brennancenter.org/issues/voter-fraud
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FELON DISENFRANCHISEMENT

Felon disenfranchisement creates a barrier to the
polling place even after a person has served his or
her sentence. It’s estimated that more than 5 mil-
lion Americans have been denied the right to vote
due to a past felony conviction. The Sentencing
Project and FairVote provide state-by-state infor-
mation to research felon disenfranchisement.
Here are some questions to consider:

= Whatare the rules in your state about felon
disenfranchisement?

= When can the vote be recovered?
= How many people are disenfranchised?
* Istherearacial disparity?

sentencingproject.org/template/page.cfm?id=133
fairvote.org/research-and-analysis/voting-rights/
felon-disenfranchisement

STRATEGIZE AND TAKE ACTION
Use these questions to come up with ways to
encourage voter participation in your community:

¢ What specific element of voter participation do
you want to address?

¢ How can you influence participation?
¢ What outcomes are you seeking?

« What specific actions can you take to bring
about the desired outcomes?


http://www.vote411.org/
http://RocktheVote.com
http://www.vote411.org
http://www.brennancenter.org/publication/truth-about-voter-fraud
http://brennancenter.org/issues/voter-fraud
http://sentencingproject.org/template/page.cfm?id=133
http://sentencingproject.org/template/page.cfm?id=133
http://www.fairvote.org/research-and-analysis/voting-rights/felon-disenfranchisement/
http://www.sentencingproject.org/template/page.cfm?id=133
http://www.fairvote.org/research-and-analysis/voting-rights/felon-disenfranchisement/
http://www.fairvote.org/research-and-analysis/voting-rights/felon-disenfranchisement/
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WHAT CAN WE DO?

Now that you've looked into voting in your com-
munity, you have a picture of the health of democ-
racy where you live. How does it look? Most likely,
there’s room for improvement. Fortunately, there
are things your organization can do to help.

Here are a few ideas:

< Organize acommunity voter registration drive.
The League of Women Voters website o ers reg-
istration drive tips at lwv.org.

 Find out how to register future voters during
their senior year of high school and organize
avoter registration campaign at school. Some
states allow young people to register at 17, if they
will be 18 by Election Day. See “Take Action:
School registration drives” on page 10 for tips.
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Resources

SOUTHERN POVERTY LAW CENTER

The Southern Poverty Law Center is a nonprofit
civil rights organization dedicated to fighting hate
and bigotry, and to seeking justice for the most vul-
nerable members of society
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