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“The Best Kept Secret”  
of the Civil Rights Movement 

• Critical, but often overlooked, component of the Civil Right 
Movement’s overall organizing strategy.  

• Played a foundational role in helping disenfranchised people come 
to see their own capacity, intelligence and power, and transform 
themselves from a stance of “victims” to full “citizens.” 

• 1956-1961: Citizenship Schools began on Johns Islands, South 
Carolina and grew from there, supported by the Highlander Folk 
School (Tennessee 

• 1961-1970: Citizenship Education Program (CEP) sponsorship moves 
to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and 
spreads throughout the South. Led by Dorothy Cotton, Andrew 
Young, Septima Clark, Bernice Robinson, and others.  
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Build 
Beloved 

Community 

Share Stories & 
Aspirations for 
Transformation 

Take Action, 
Leadership, & 
Inspire Others 



Levels of Transformation 

PERSONAL 
• Move from the role of “victim” to 

“agency” in one’s life 

 

INTERPERSONAL 
• Practice non-violence to build a 

Beloved Community, where all are 
treated with love, compassion, and 
respect, and their humanity and 
dignity is affirmed. 

 

 

COMMUNITY 
• Build our community’s capacity to 

work for social justice. 

 

INSTITUTIONAL 
• Take collective action to transform 

institutions, policies and laws. 
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CEP Core Principles 

• Affirming human dignity and 
strengths 

• Learning in and through collective 
action 

• Living democracy in classroom 
and programs 
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Core Principles:  

Affirming Human Dignity & Strengths 
 

• Appreciate the life 
experiences, knowledge, 
strengths and talents of the 
students.  

• Affirm students' dignity. 

• Hold high expectations for 
students’ ability to achieve 
great things. 

• Tap strengths in students’ 
cultures and traditions. 
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• Create a culture and climate 
of belonging, safety and 
respect.  
 

• Foster transformations in 
how students see 
themselves, their capacities 
and their relationships to 
each other. 

 
• Build caring, compassionate 

community. 
  



Core Principles:  
Learning In and Through Collective Action 

• Create a lived, shared 
experience for students of 
the vision for new society. 

• Create deliberate 
experiential challenges to 
the values and norms of 
the status quo. 

• Focus curriculum on the 
practical problems, skills 
and topics of most interest 
to students; address the 
real problems students face 
in their lives. 
 
 

• Intertwine classroom 
learning with community-
based action; help students 
grasp key concepts through 
solving practical problems in 
concert with others.  
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Core Principles:  
Living Democracy in Classrooms & Programs 



Citizenship Education Program Outline 

• Building community 
and the moral case 
for change 

 

• Seeing how the 
status quo is 
maintained 

 

• Understanding that 
we have rights 

 

 

• Creating a vision 
for change 

 

• Preparing for  
leadership & 
effective action 

 

• Ongoing support 
and reinforcement 
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Building Community and the  

Moral Case for Change 
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Seeing How the Status Quo is Maintained 
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Understanding Our Rights 



Creating a Vision for Change 
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Preparing for Leadership & Effective Action 

• Imagine Change—               
What is your goal? 

• What role can you play? 
What can you do to 
change the situation?  

• Assess risks—pushback,  
consequences, violence?    

• Plan Civic Engagement & 
Social Action 

• Teach people about their 
rights 

• Organize alliances,  
coalitions, & teams 
 

• Commit to action & 
mutual support 

• Mobilize vigils, walks, 
demonstrations 

• Use media, petitions, 
write letters & articles  

• Assert your rights & 
demands effectively 

• Use personal power, 
inclusion, & influence 
to gain access & 
promote justice for all 

 

Dorothy Cotton Institute 2010 



 
Ongoing Support & Movement Building  
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• Helping to meet future 
training needs 

• Supporting school—
community teams 

– Share what people are  
learning  together & 
from each other 

– Trouble-shooting 

• Generating Ideas for 

– Building democratic 
classrooms & programs 

– Innovative school –  
community partnerships 

 

• Strategies to get others 
involved 

• Movement building 

• Documentation 

– What impact is HR 
Education having 

• on students? 

• on teaching staff? 

– How is the community 
benefitting? 

– What is working best? 

• Build the knowledge base.  
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