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LETTER FROM BIRMINGHAM JAIL (APRIL 16, 1963) 
Martin Luther King, Jr. 
20 pages 

“I HAVE A DREAM” SPEECH (AUGUST 28, 1963) 
Martin Luther King, Jr.  
6 pages 

Grade level: 9th-12th 
26 pages (total) 
Recommended hours: 2-3 

This guide includes the following elements: 

● A brief biography of Martin Luther King, Jr. 

● The Civil Rights movement and King’s involvement 

● A chronology of key events 

● Questions for the teacher to use in leading discussions and for writing 
assignments on both texts 

BIOGRAPHY OF MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., 1929-1968 

Born in Atlanta, Georgia, on January 15, 1929, as Michael King, Jr., he was son to Baptist 
pastor Michael King, Sr., and Alberta Williams King. His father later changed his name 
and his son’s to Martin Luther after the leading figure of the Reformation. His father 
was fiercely opposed to segregation, a conviction born from his personal experience as a 
black American and as a Christian who believed all forms of racism were against God’s 
will. This was a belief in which the son was immersed from a young age.  

King began his public school education at age five. He attended Booker T. Washington 
High School where he showed much promise, even skipping ninth and eleventh grades 
and entering Morehouse College at the age of fifteen. After receiving his degree in 
sociology in 1948, King attended Crozer Theological Seminary and graduated as 
valedictorian in 1951. It was during his final year at seminary that King began to see his 
Christian faith as a foundation for arguing for the justice he envisioned. King went on to 
engage in doctoral studies at Boston University. There, he met Coretta Scott. The two 
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were married in 1953 and would go on to build a family of four children. In 1954, King 
became a Baptist pastor in Alabama while still working toward his doctorate, which he 
earned in 1955 at age twenty-five. It was after that year that he commenced his crusade 
as an outspoken leader of the civil rights movement.  

CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT AND KING’S WRITING 

The civil rights movement took place primarily during the 1950s and ‘60s as Americans, 
both black and white, organized for action against racial discrimination. It was a 
response to deeply rooted prejudice and legalized segregation that had been established 
after the Civil War, in spite of the fact that the North had won the war and the nation 
had abolished slavery. With the passage of the 13th Amendment in 1865, the practice of 
slavery was outlawed in the United States; yet, the sentiments undergirding it 
remained, made sharper by the ravages the Civil War brought to the South. Under the 
law, blacks were allowed to live freely and to hold jobs, even public offices. Moreover, 
the 14th Amendment granted blacks equal treatment under the law, and the 15th 
Amendment granted the right to vote to black men. Still, racism against black 
Americans settled deeper with the passage of the Jim Crow laws in the last decades of 
the nineteenth century. With these laws, segregation was institutionalized: Blacks were 
prohibited from using the same schools, motels, restaurants, public fountains, restrooms 
and general public accommodations, and, in some cases, they were even prohibited 
from living in the same neighborhoods as whites. Combined with the prohibition on 
interracial marriage, segregation established a wall between black and white 
Americans, leaving the former with their freedom but few of the rights and privileges 
enjoyed by the latter. Although the Jim Crow laws were primarily passed in the South, 
black Americans faced similar treatment in many northern states. During the first half 
of the twentieth century, some amount of progress towards equality was made, but 
segregation laws remained. The decades following World War II witnessed the birth of 
the civil rights movement as many Americans took a stand against the entrenched 
injustices of racism and segregation. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., quickly rose to prominence in this movement. Two of his most 
prominent and noted contributions are his Letter from Birmingham Jail and his “I Have 
a Dream” Speech, both from 1963 and covered together here in one guide.  

King was a master rhetorician. Students should come to see how King utilizes formative 
historical sources to make his case and how he crafts his text with compelling 
arguments and striking imagery. On that first point, it is very helpful for students to 
carefully examine the sources King utilizes, all of which are indicative of a classically 
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educated mind, a mind that is keenly attuned to the history and culture that are distinct 
to blacks in America and, at the same time, to the deep sources that feed and shape the 
legal and political order that all Americans can claim as their inheritance. For example, 
although he was an American Baptist preacher, in his letter from jail, he taps the 
teaching of medieval theologians—Saints Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas— 
especially their teaching on the moral foundations of justice in the natural law. Similarly, 
he invokes the thought of the twentieth-century Jewish writer, Martin Buber, for his 
emphasis on the humanity of each individual. Although he was a southern American 
black, keenly aware of the painful history that blacks experienced here for more than 
two centuries, King invokes the principles of the American founding in his speech, 
specifically as those principles are articulated in the Declaration of Independence and 
the United States Constitution. He reestablishes those same principles as normative for 
the civil rights movement and for the country as it moves away from segregation; and 
he does so, quite remarkably, in spite of the fact that the principal author of each of 
those founding documents (Jefferson and Madison, respectively) was a slaveholder. As 
his two works make clear, King believed that the principles of universal equality and 
justice that the founders established are intended for all Americans. Now, in the vision 
that King presents, the founders’ promise should finally be fulfilled, thereby 
establishing a renewal of the American republic and, as Lincoln envisioned at 
Gettysburg, a “new birth of freedom.”  

BEFORE YOU BEGIN 

The Letter from Birmingham Jail is twenty pages long; the “I Have a Dream” Speech is 
six pages. A discussion of both together could be completed in approximately two to 
three hours, provided the students have read both documents before the discussion. 

This guide is intended to help the teacher in two principal ways: to provide the 
necessary background information students will need to know before reading the texts 
and to provide a complete set of questions by which the teacher can guide students 
through discussion of the texts. 

Before digging into the documents, it will be helpful for the students to have a clear 
understanding of the timeline of events leading up to the birth of the civil rights 
movement and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s time as its leader. The brief Chronology of 
Events included below covers the major events pertinent to the movement from the 
Emancipation Proclamation through King’s assassination.  

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                                                                                                                                                                                             3



The full guide Leading a Discussion on Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Letter from Birmingham Jail 
and “I Have a Dream” Speech is available in our online shop for $10. Click here to visit the 
product page.  
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